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Preface 


Egyptian religion aroused the interest of the West long be¬ 
fore the hieroglyphs were deciphered. The fabulous an¬ 
tiquity of Egyptian civilization and its stupendous ruins 
have always suggested a background of profound wisdom. 
Plutarch set the fashion of writing under that impression, 
and it has continued to the present day. But the decipher¬ 
ment of the documents has disappointed centuries of ex¬ 
pectation: it revealed a remarkable lack of philosophical 
content, at least in a form which we can assimilate. Instead 
the texts introduce us to an apparent jungle of religious 
matter, so impenetrable to our understanding that Egyptol¬ 
ogists have increasingly shunned the task of interpretation. 

Erman, the first to base a description of Egyptian religion 
on a full understanding of the language, gave in 1905 a mas¬ 
terly but patronizing account of weird myths, doctrines, and 
usages, while the peculiarly religious values which these 
contained remained hidden from his lucid rationalism. 1 
Breasted succeeded in taking Egyptian religion seriously, 
but only at the cost of its integrity; he described in 1912 a 
“Development of Religion and Thought in Ancient Egypt” 
towards ethical ideals which pertain to biblical but not to 
ancient Egyptian religion. 2 Since then interpretation has 

1 Adolf Erman, Die Religion der alien Aegypter, ihr Werden und Ver- 
gehen in vier Jahrtausenden (Berlin, 1934). The original edition was trans¬ 
lated by A. S. Griffith: A Handbook of Egyptian Religion (London, 1907). 

2 James Henry Breasted, Development of Religion and Thought in Ancient 
Egypt (New York, 1912). This book, a pioneer work at the time of its 
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l a 8§ e d- W. B. Kristensen in Leiden continued the elucida¬ 
tion of specific symbols, but the most prolific writers—Kees 
and his followers—assumed towards our subject a scien¬ 
tist s rather than a scholar’s attitude: while ostensibly con¬ 
cerned with religion, they were really absorbed in the task 
of bringing order to a confused mass of material. 

Men of this school have dominated the subject for the 
last twenty or thirty years; 3 they possess a splendid knowl¬ 
edge of the texts and have enriched our information greatly. 
But in reading their books you would never think that the 
gods they discuss once moved men to acts of worship. More¬ 
over, they deny—explicitly or by implication—that one can 
speak of Egyptian religion as such. They see a number of 
unrelated local cults which existed side by side; and they 
even succeed in explaining the fact that certain beliefs were 
held by all Egyptians without referring to religion at all. 
According to their view (and it is widely accepted today) 
the nation-wide validity of a doctrine was always the con¬ 
sequence of political power, exercised at one time or an¬ 
other by the city of its origin. These men, therefore, evade 
the problem altogether; for when we ask how people in 
the vanguard of civilization could believe what their docu¬ 
ments proclaim, it is not relevant to answer that the Amon 
priests at Thebes induced a king of Theban origin to propa¬ 
gate the cult of Amon. 

piiblicaU 0 ", is still valuable. In Breasted’s later treatment of the same sub¬ 
ject, The Dawn of Conscience (New York, 1934), the evolutionary bias 
characteristic of his generation carried him away, but this tendency was 
checked in the earlier work by the close contact with the actual texts which 
he maintained throughout. 

8 Jacques Vandier, La religion Sgyptienne, “‘Mana; introduction a l’his- 
tmre des religions (Paris, 1944) is the best up-to-date handbook of Egyp¬ 
tian religion. It gives a full account of the present state of our knowledge 
and of the prevalent theories, and although Vandier does not reject these, 
he does indicate in several places their inherent improbability or their 
hypothetical character. 
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Scholars who deal with our subject in this manner not 
only ignore religion as a phenomenon sui generis , but are 
unable to see the wood for the trees. The unity of the Egyp¬ 
tian people is an established fact with respect to language, 
material culture, and even physique. It would be absurd 
to assume that there did not exist a corresponding unity in 
the domain of the spirit. We shall, in fact, attempt to dis¬ 
cover that unity in the course of this book. We shall go be¬ 
yond the local and temporal differences in cults and dog¬ 
mas, and look for those trends and qualities that seem to 
have shaped the character of Egyptian religion as a whole. 
This means, of course, that we shall have to disregard a 
great many details, however interesting they may be. We 
shall have to concentrate on what appear to have been the 
main religious preoccupations—sometimes the religious ob¬ 
sessions—of a highly civilized people. And we shall find 
that it is possible to view the monstrous as well as the pro¬ 
found in Egyptian religion—with amazement perhaps, but 
also with respect. 

It will appear, moreover, that the Egyptian doctrines are 
not without coherence. They were rooted in a single basic 
conviction, to wit that the universe is essentially static. The 
Egyptian held that he lived in a changeless world. It is ir¬ 
relevant that his view, whether it be applied to nature or 
to society, seems untenable to us. What matters is that the 
Egyptian held it, and that it informed not only his theology 
but also his moral and political philosophy. Not as an artic¬ 
ulate doctrine, but nevertheless decisively, it determined 
the forms he gave to his state and his society, to his litera¬ 
ture and his art. In fact, we have recognized the Egyptian’s 
view of the world only through the study of those forms, 
and we are summarizing in this Preface, not an a priori 
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opinion, but the conclusion reached in the course of work 
which extended over a number of years. In this book we 
have, as it were, approached the Egyptians’ beliefs from five 
distinct directions and found each time that these beliefs 
possessed a clearly recognizable individuality. The pecul¬ 
iar character of Egyptian religion appeared to derive pre¬ 
cisely from an implicit assumption that only the changeless 
is ultimately significant. 

It is true, of course, that Egyptian beliefs were in them¬ 
selves subject to change; but we have not discussed those 
which were peculiar to a limited period. It may one day be 
possible to write a history of Egyptian religion describing 
the changes which it underwent in the course of time. At 
present we are still endeavoring to recognize what was the 
subject of those changes. Before tracing the history we 
should establish the identity of Egyptian religion. 

It may be argued that such an attempt is, even now, pre¬ 
mature; many texts are still unpublished, others are only 
preserved in fragments, others again are obscure. But we 
have gradually come to reject this view as defeatist. During 
many years of constant preoccupation with religious phe¬ 
nomena of the Ancient Near East we have become increas¬ 
ingly convinced that the material allows us to define at least 
some essentials of Egyptian beliefs. Moreover, the textual 
difficulties are not the main obstacle to our understanding 

if they were, it would be presumptuous for an archaeolo¬ 
gist to deal with the subject at all. Those difficulties are ag¬ 
gravated by the limitations which a nineteenth-century 
viewpoint—whether evolutionary or rationalistic—im¬ 
posed upon scholars who were the otherwise undisputed 
masters of Egyptology. We have discussed this matter at 
the beginning of this Preface; the attitudes described there 
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agree in obscuring the profound difference in mentality 
which separates the ancients from ourselves. Yet an aware¬ 
ness of that difference is a prerequisite of true understand¬ 
ing, and in two recent publications an attempt has been 
made to define its scope. The opening and concluding chap¬ 
ters of The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient Man (Chi¬ 
cago, 1946) describe the distinction between the mytho- 
poeic thought of the ancients and the critical thought of 
modem times. In Kingship and the Gods (Chicago, 1948) 
we have attempted to collect and to interpret all the evi¬ 
dence bearing on one single subject, the integration of so¬ 
ciety and nature mediated by the king. 

The present work proceeds on the assumption that these 
earlier publications have justified our method by demon¬ 
strating that ancient thought can be comprehended once 
its own peculiar coherence is discovered. We have there¬ 
fore, in this book, reduced critical remarks to a minimum. 
But one general acknowledgement must be made here. 
This work was written while Mrs. H. A. Groenewegen- 
Frankfort was engaged upon her book, Space and Time in 
the Representational Art of the Ancient Near East. Many 
problems were a matter of concern to both of us, and I have 
profited from our discussions in more ways than I can 
specify. 

The chapters which follow are enlarged versions of lec¬ 
tures sponsored by the American Council of Learned So¬ 
cieties. 4 The illustrations—both textual and pictorial—are 
fewer than I could have wished, and my statements may 

4 These were delivered at Chicago, Columbia, Indiana, Oregon, and Yale 
universities; at Beloit, Bryn Mawr, Dropsie, Haverford, Oberlin, and 
Swarthmore colleges; at the Garrett Biblical Institute, Evanston; at the 
Boston Museum of Fine Arts, the Semitic Museum at Harvard, and the 
University Museum at Philadelphia. 













X 


PREFACE 


consequently appear a little apodictic. But figures and quo¬ 
tations were selected as representative examples of a large 
body of evidence which could not be discussed in full with¬ 
out changing the scope and purpose of the work. The refer¬ 
ences to published translations of the texts should enable 
the non-specialist reader to enlarge his knowledge of the 
relevant material. 

The crested ibis, which appears on the cover and title 
page, is a hieroglyph rendering the word akh. The reader of 
chapters 3 and 4 will realize why it was thought an ap¬ 
propriate ornament for our interpretation of ancient Egyp¬ 
tian religion. 


H. Frankfort 

The Oriental Institute, Chicago 
Kimmeridge, near Corfe Castle, Dorset 
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The Egyptian Gods 


THE GODS AND THEIR SYMBOLS 

Religion as we Westerners know it derives its character 
and its unity from two circumstances: it centers on the 
revelation of a single god, and it contains a message 
which must be transmitted. The Torah, the Gospels, and 
Islam contain teachings sufficiently coherent for exposi¬ 
tion. The Gospel and Islam must, moreover, be preached 
to the unconverted. In the whole of the ancient world 
there is only one religion with similar characteristics: the 
monotheistic cult of the sun introduced by the heretic 
Pharaoh Akhenaten. And Akhenaten was a heretic pre¬ 
cisely in this: that he denied recognition to all but one god 
and attempted to convert those who thought otherwise. 
His attitude presents no problem to us; we acknowledge 
a conviction too deep for tolerance. But Egyptian reli¬ 
gion was not exclusive. It recognized an unlimited number 
of gods. It possessed neither a central dogma nor a holy 
book. It could flourish without postulating one basic truth. 

We find, then, in Egyptian religion a number of doc¬ 
trines which strike us as contradictory; but it is sheer pre¬ 
sumption to accuse the ancients of muddleheadedness on 
this score. In a recent book the reason and the meaning of 
this apparent confusion have been explained. 1 I can only 

1 The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient Man (Chicago, University of Chi¬ 
cago Press, 1946). 
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summarize the argument here in a few sentences. The 
ancients did not attempt to solve the ultimate problems 
confronting man by a single and coherent theory; that has 
been the method of approach since the time of the Greeks. 
Ancient thought—mythopoeic, “myth-making” thought— 
admitted side by side certain limited insights, which were 
held to be simultaneously valid, each in its own proper 
context, each corresponding to a definite avenue of ap¬ 
proach. I have called this multiplicity of approaches,” 
and we shall find many examples of it as we proceed. At 
the moment I want to point out that this habit of thought 
agrees with the basic experience of polytheism. 

Polytheism is sustained by man’s experience of a uni¬ 
verse alive from end to end. Powers confront man wher¬ 
ever he moves, and in the immediacy of these confronta¬ 
tions the question of their ultimate unity does not arise. 
There are many gods—one cannot know how many; a 
small handbook of Egyptian religion enumerates more 
than eighty. How, then, are they recognized? Here we 
may well use the evidence collected by anthropologists 
among living believers in polytheism. It appears that 
superhuman powers reveal themselves sometimes in a 
curiously accidental manner. For instance, a West Afri¬ 
can native is on an important expedition when he suddenly 
stumbles over a stone. He cries out: “Ha! Are you there?” 

and takes the stone with him. The stone had, as it 
were, given a hint that it was powerful, and the Negro 
strengthened himself by taking possession of it. 2 Under 
normal conditions he might not have taken notice of the 
obstacle that tripped him up, but the importance of the 

’ After ? KI Van v de y L , e ® u n w - Religion in Essence and Manifestation, tr. T. E. 
Turner (New York, 1938), p. 37. ’ 1 
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expedition had created the emotional tension which makes 
man receptive to signs of a supernatural order. 3 Note that 
at the very moment that the stone reveals its immanent 
power, it acquires the quality of a person, for the native 
exclaims: “Are you there?” The next thing to observe is 
that such impact on a power in the outside world may be 
experienced as either of fleeting or of lasting significance 
It will be of permanent significance especially when the 
community accepts it as valid and a cult is consequently 
established. For instance, an Ewe Negro enters the bush 
and finds there a piece of iron. Returning home he falls 
ill, and the priests explain that a divinity is manifesting 
its potency in the iron and that henceforth the village 
should worship it. 4 

It seems to me that these examples throw some light 
upon the fact that Egypt knew a large number of gods 
and an astonishing variety of cult-objects. But our ex¬ 
amples do not answer the question why certain experi¬ 
ences acquired a lasting significance (the iron) while 
others (the stone) did not. They show that we need not 
expect to be able to answer this question in relation to 
Egyptian cults, and we should do well to retain from our 
excursion among modern savages a certain skepticism as 
to the value of symbols and sacred objects as indicators 
of the meaning which the gods designated may have had 
for their worshipers. If many of the sacred objects seem 
devoid of mystery or meaning to us, it may well be that 
they were originally connected with the cult in a loose 
and accidental manner, mere adjuncts to an emotional 
reality from which the cult continued to draw its life but 
which we can neither recapture nor reconstruct. On the 

» See below, end of Chapter 2. 


4 After Van der Leeuw. 
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other hand certain sacred objects possessed a deeper, a 
truly symbolical significance, and in such a case the rela- 
lion between the deity and the object is capable of being 
understood. This is so, for instance, when the name of 

e go dess Isis is written as if it simply meant “throne ” 

whtie she is also depicted with the throne as her distinctive 
attribute (Figure 1). 

We know that many peoples consider the insignia of 
roya ty to be charged with the superhuman power of king¬ 
ship. Among these objects the throne occupies a special 
place: the prince who seats himself upon it at the corona¬ 
tion arises king. The throne “makes” the king-the term 
occurs in Egyptian texts—and so the throne, Isis, is the 
mother of the king. This expression might be viewed as 
a metaphor, but the evidence shows that it was not 
( rontispiece). The bond between the king and the throne 
was the intimate one between his person and the power 
which made him king. Now a power was not recognized 
o jec ive y, as the result of an intellectual effort on the 
part of man. We have seen that the power reveals itself- 
it is recognized in the relationship of “I and thou”; it has 
the quality of a person.’ The throne which “made” the 
kmg is comprehended as a mother, and thus it may be 
the object of profound and complex feelings. If we should 
try to resolve the complexity, we should merely be falsi- 
fyrng the evidence. We can neither say that Isis was 
originally the throne personified, nor that the throne ac¬ 
quired a transcendental quality because it was conceived 
as a mother. The two notions are fundamentally corre¬ 
lated, and mythopoeic thought expresses such a bond as 
identity. The throne made manifest a divine power which 
8 The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient Man, Ch. I. 
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changed one of several princes into a king fit to rule. The 
awe felt before this manifestation of power became articu¬ 
late in the adoration of the mother-goddess. There is no 
question of any evolution from a simpler to a complex 
notion. Complexity is of the essence of the relationship 
between man and deity. As early as the First Dynasty a 
Pharaoh calls himself “son of Isis.” 6 We do observe a 
historical development, but that concerns net the goddess 
but her cult. Originally Isis was significant only in her 
relation to the king; subsequently—and especially through 
the myth of Osiris, which we shall discuss later—she 
brought consolation to all men, and three thousand years 
after the first appearance of her name in Egypt, monu¬ 
ments were being erected to her throughout the Roman 
Empire, up to its very borders on the Rhine and the 
Danube. 

Our discussion 6f Isis illustrates one possible relation¬ 
ship between the gods and their symbols. Another pos¬ 
sibility, as we have said already, is that the symbol lacks 
all deeper significance. This thought is especially disturb¬ 
ing because the symbols loom very large in our sources; 
in fact, they constitute in the case of many a god all— 
or almost all—we know about him. Moreover, since sym¬ 
bols are definite and distinct, they offer a delusive hold to 
modern research. And so one talks glibly of fetishes, sun- 
gods, ram-gods, falcon-gods, and so forth—as if the pre¬ 
cision of those terms had any reference to the gods them¬ 
selves! We must not generalize in this manner. Sometimes 
the symbol tells us something about a god, sometimes it 
does not; and mostly the evidence on hand does not allow 

• W. M. Flinders Petrie, The Royal Tombs of the First Dynasty (London, 
1901), II. PI. II, Nos. 13, 14. 
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us to decide one way or the other. But in any case the use 
of dassificatory or generic terms in connection with the 

raachecTifat 7V° fa this canonfy t 

individual case” ' 7 “ ““"“I* 01 interpretation of each 

SACRED ANIMALS AND OTHERNESS 
Ihere „ one generic term which is most difficult to avoid 

Z Z7c h ?7 We m “ Sl admit -“ d ^ Greek, Rom” 
-—that animals £ 

han religion. We cannot evade the issue by referring back 
o what we said a moment ago, namely, thatte 
ts ,s beyond our ken and that we shall never know how 
certain gods came to be associated with certain animals 

theTcult ^° man P« odssh °™«such an association and 

KSitl" k -- 

It is wrong to say that the worship of animals is a s„r 
vival from a primitive stratum of Egyptian religion Tlv 

F'^SfnteilTlidlha, STS are of teT 
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sacred animals on a par with certain sacred objects 6 1 ke 
«te crossed arrows of the goddess Neith, and co'nsifc * 
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these symbols as mere emblems of—and means of promot¬ 
ing—tribal unity. Some scholars have even interpreted 
them as totems. But the characteristic features of totem- 
ism, such as the claim of descent from the totem, its sacri¬ 
fice for a ceremonial feast of the clan, and exogamy, can 
not be found in Egyptian sources. 7 Moreover, any treat¬ 
ment of the sacred animals which stresses their local or 
political significance at the expense of their religious im¬ 
portance flies in the face of the evidence. It is undeniable 
that there is something altogether peculiar about the mean¬ 
ing which animals possessed for the Egyptians. Elsewhere, 
in Africa or North America, for example, it seems that 
either the terror of animal strength, or the strong bond, 
the mutual dependence of man and beast (in the case of 
cattle cults, for instance), explains animal worship. But 
in Egypt the animal as such, irrespective of its specific 
nature, seems to possess religious significance; and the sig¬ 
nificance was so great that even the mature speculation of 
later times rarely dispensed with animal forms in plastic or 
literary images referring to the gods. 

But there was nothing metaphorical in the connection 
between god and animal in Egypt. It is not as if certain 
divine qualities were made articulate by the creature, in 
the way the eagle elucidates the character of Zeus. We ob¬ 
serve, on the contrary, a strange link between divinity 
and actual beast, so that in times of decadence animal wor¬ 
ship may gain a horrible concreteness. Then one finds 
mummified cats, dogs, falcons, bulls, crocodiles, and so 
forth, buried by the hundreds in vast cemeteries which fill 
the Egyptologist with painful embarrassment—for this, 
7 A. van Gennep, VEtat actuel du probUme totSmique (Paris, 1922). 
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was most commonly shown as a reclining jackal but he was 
by no means a deified animal. Already in the earliest texts 
in which he is mentioned, he appears as the god of the 
desert cemeteries. He ensured proper burial and when 
mummification became common he counted as the master 
of embalmment. The god was depicted in papyri and reliefs 
with a human body and a jackal’s head (Figure 2). 

Such hybrid forms are common in Egyptian art and the 
usual evolutionary theory explains them as “transitional 
forms,” intermediate between the “crude” cult of animals 
and the anthropomorphic gods of a more enlightened age. 
This theory ignores the fact that the earliest divine statues 
which have been preserved represent the god Min in hu¬ 
man shape. 9 Conversely, we find to the very end of Egypt’s 
independence that gods were believed to be manifest in 
animals. The goddess Hathor appears, for instance, in late 
papyri and even in royal statues as a cow (Figure 12). Yet 
she was rendered already in the First Dynasty, on the Pal¬ 
ette of Narmer, with a human face, cow’s horns, and cow’s 
ears. This early appearance of human features was to be 
expected, for a god is personified power, and personifica¬ 
tion need not, but easily may, call up the human image. 
In any case, the gods were not confined to a single mode 
of manifestation. We have seen that Thoth appeared as 
moon, baboon, and ibis. He was also depicted as an ibis¬ 
headed man (Figure 5). To speak here of a transitional 
form seems pointless. There was no need for a transition. 
The god appeared as he desired, in one of his known mani¬ 
festations. On the other hand, there was a definite need 
to distinguish deities when they were depicted in human 

9 Petrie, Koptos (London, 1896), PI. V, 4; J. Capart, Primitive Art in 
Egypt, tr. A. S. Griffith (Philadelphia, 1905), Fig. 166. 
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sessed religious significance for the Egyptians. Their at¬ 
titude might well have arisen from a religious interpreta¬ 
tion of the animals’ otherness. A recognition of otherness 
is implied in all specifically religious feeling, as Otto 11 has 
shown. We assume, then, that the Egyptian interpreted 
the nonhuman as superhuman, in particular when he saw 
it in animals—in their inarticulate wisdom, their cer¬ 
tainty, their unhesitating achievement, and above all in 
their static reality. With animals the continual succession 
of generations brought no change; and this is not an ab¬ 
stract and far-fetched argument but something which sug¬ 
gested itself also to Keats for instance; in the “Ode to a 
Nightingale” he writes: 

Thou wast not born for death, immortal Birdl 

No hungry generations tread thee down; 

The voice I hear this passing night was heard 

In ancient days by emperor and clown . . . 

The animals never change, and in this respect especially 
they would appear to share—in a degree unknown to man 
—the fundamental nature of creation. We shall see in the 
following chapters that the Egyptians viewed their living 
universe as a rhythmic movement contained within an 
unchanging whole. Even their social order reflected this 
view; in fact, it determined their outlook to such an extent 
that it can only be understood as an intuitive—and there¬ 
fore binding—interpretation of the world order. Now hu¬ 
manity would not appear to exist in this manner; in human 
beings individual characteristics outbalance generic re¬ 
semblances. But the animals exist in their unchanging 
species, following their predestined modes of life, irre- 

11 Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy (Oxford, 1943). 
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ning. We should expect these gods to differ greatly from 
those to whom we have referred so far. The difference 
exists but is elusive. The most obvious distinction, namely, 
that the cosmic gods are depicted in human shape, is not 
a fundamental one. On the one hand, a deity such as 
Hathor, who is manifest in a cow, is also depicted in hu¬ 
man shape. On the other hand. Nut, the sky, is depicted 
as a woman, but also, in her aspect as mother of sun and 
stars, as a cow; 12 the sun may be rendered as a falcon 
or a falcon-headed man wearing the sun disk as a crown. 
In fact, the generic term “cosmic gods” is hardly less mis¬ 
leading than any other generalization, for the toad Heqt, 
who assisted women in childbirth (Figure 6), was as much 
a power in nature as the moon. The difference which exists 
lies, however, in the power of appeal of those great gods 
whom we have called cosmic gods. They were centers 
around which speculative thought crystallized. The mys¬ 
tery of animal life must needs remain ineffable. But cosmic 
phenomena such as the course of sun or moon, or the 
changeless rhythm of the seasons, reveal not only tran¬ 
scendent power but also order. In this lies their relevancy 
to the affairs of man. They enable man to find, intuitively 
and imaginatively, answers to problems of his own exist¬ 
ence: the problem of justice as the order of human society, 
the problem of survival after death as the desired order 
of human life, or even the problem of meaning as related 
to the order of existence. I do not mean to suggest that 
the mere observation of the sun, for instance, raised the 
problem of spontaneous creation or of rebirth after death; 
but it would be equally incorrect, I think, to assume that 

12 On the cow as symbol of motherhood, and on the religious significance 
of cattle images in Egypt, see my Kingship and the Gods , Ch. 14. 
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Only after I came into being did all that was created come into 
being. 13 

Similarly a morning-hymn addresses the sun as follows: 

Divine youth who came into being out of thyself. 14 

But “came into being” is a colorless phrase. The Egyptian 
interpreted it in terms of begetting and conceiving, and 
that is natural enough, since he knew the universe to be 
alive. Hence we meet the strikingly concrete image of the 
creator who was 

joining his seed with his body, to create his egg within his secret 
self. 13 

This conception of the creator as the absolute origin of 
all does not by any means render the whole truth about 
the sun. It ignores the rhythm of its daily rising which 
dominates man’s life. The sun was reborn every dawn; Nut, 
the sky, or Hathor, the primeval image of the mother as 
a cow, brought him forth. Hence the following phrase in 
the morning-hymns: 

Hail to thee, Great One, who came forth from the Heavenly 
Cow. 

Or: 

Thy mother Nut has borne thee. 

How beautiful art thou, Re-Harakhte. 

This view and the one that the sun was the creator who, 
in so far as he could be said to have an origin at all, had 

18 After Gunther Roeder, Urkunden zur Religion des alten Agtjpten (Jena, 
1915), p. 108. 

14 After Alexander Scharff, Aegyptische Sonnenlieder (Berlin, 1922). 

16 Alan H. Gardiner, “Hymns to Amon from a Leiden Papyrus/* in Zeit - 
schrift fur aegyptische Sprache, 42 (1905), 25. 
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Not only in the texts, but also in their art, the Egyptians 
combined the different conceptions which we have dis¬ 
cussed. In the tomb of Seti I at Thebes, the Heavenly Cow 
is depicted supported by Shu, the air (Figure 9). But the 
sun is shown, not as Hathor’s calf, but in his boat sailing 
along the cow’s body. Ir the cenotaph of the same king at 
Abydos, there is a different rendering (Figure 10): the sky 
appears as a woman bending over the earth with Shu’s 
support. She has borne the sun, who has fallen at her feet 
(as a disk indicates) only to take wing again as a beetle. 
The beetle was believed to create itself in the earth and 
was therefore a fitting symbol for a self-created god, but 
hardly for the child of the sky-goddess. And yet such quasi¬ 
conflicting images, whether encountered in paintings or 
in texts, should not be dismissed in the usual derogatory 
manner. They display a meaningful inconsistency, and not 
poverty but superabundance of imagination. If we see in 
them failures, proof of the Egyptians’ inability to achieve 
intellectual synthesis, we simply misconstrue their purpose. 
The Egyptians exalted their gods by dwelling on the in¬ 
finite complexity of divine power. The hymns and designs 
must be read as the reiterated statement: “This also can 
truly be said of thee.” I do not deny that this attitude im¬ 
plies a certain intellectual resignation; but this feature is 
counterbalanced by an unusual reverence for the concrete 
phenomena, a reverence not unlike that which we observed 
when discussing the worship of animals. In Egypt all di¬ 
vine power was immanent power. 

This discussion of the multiplicity of approaches to a 
single cosmic god requires a complement; we must con¬ 
sider the converse situation in which one single problem is 
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hill emerging from the ocean of chaos, and that it thus 
uses a feature belonging originally to a solar myth. But it 
does so because the notion of a piece of land which rose 
up in the watery wastes gave articulation to the Memphite 
belief that the earths power is primary power and hence 
the source of all existence. The Memphite Theology can¬ 
not be said to achieve a synthesis since it admitted only 
selected elements from the solar mythology. But at least it 
shows very clearly that the multiplicity of approaches and 
of answers did not destroy that elusive entity, Egyptian 
religion. The different correlations of phenomena and prob¬ 
lems were championed by distinct schools of thought, but 
these had much in common at all times. Theologians 
might discuss whether the power in the earth or the power 
in the sun, or the generative force of living creatures such 
as Khnum, was primary power; the fact that creative power 
was manifest in every one of these phenomena was not 
contested at any point. Many of the modern discussions of 
the so-called “syncretism” in Egyptian religion proceed as 
if certain localities in Egypt worshiped a single god. This, 
of course, was nowhere the case. Even if towns and prov¬ 
inces chose one deity as their emblem, or declared Ptah or 
Khnum supreme, the germs of numerous cults were present 
everywhere. Many of these were more or less explicitly 
adhered to throughout the land. These common cults— 
of the sun, of the falcon, of cattle—represent, in the field 
of religion, the unity of the Egyptians, which is equally 
tangible in the fields of linguistics, archaeology, and physi¬ 
cal anthropology. Thus the teachings of the great theo¬ 
logical centers presented, to the country at large, not alien 
doctrines but clarified insights in which the potentialities 
latent throughout Egyptian polytheism were realized. 
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THE IMMANENCE OF THE GODS AND 
THE LIMITATIONS OF EGYPTIAN RELIGIOSITY 

But Amon-Re, though he was a supreme god, remained 
immanent in nature. To him was said: 

Thine is what thou seest as light, what thou passest through as 
wind. 

There is only one Egyptian dogma which clearly recog¬ 
nizes divinity beyond, not in, the phenomena. In the 
Memphite Theology, 18 which proclaims Ptah, the earth- 
god, the primary source of existence, creation is viewed as 
a spiritual act. Ptah thought—“in his heart,” as the Egyp¬ 
tians say—everything that exists, and the utterance of his 
thought was the creative word that made his thought ma¬ 
terialize. Each thing was first a divine thought, then a 
divine word: 

Every divine word came into being through that which was 
thought by the heart and commanded by the tongue. 

And so all that exists is but the objectivated thought of 
the creator. Moreover, all that exists continues to func¬ 
tion through Ptah who dominates the very mechanics of 
life: 

It happened that heart and tongue prevailed over all other 
members, considering that he (Ptah) is as heart in every body, 
as tongue in every mouth, of all gods, people, beasts, crawling 
creatures, and whatever else lives, while he thinks as heart and 
commands as tongue everything that he wishes. . . . 

18 K. Sethe, Dramatische Texte zu altaegyptischen Mysterienspielen 
(Leipzig, 1928); English translations of large sections of the Memphite 
Theology are given in Chapter 2 of my Kingship and the Gods (Chicago, 
1948). 
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enaten. 19 His god was the Aten, the disk of the sun, the 
actual heavenly body before everyone’s eyes, not con¬ 
ceived, of course, as a purely physical phenomenon, since 
such a conception was simply unknown to the ancients. 
Nevertheless the Aten was more concrete, less spiritualized 
through mythology than any other god of Egypt. All the 
correlations of the sun which we have discussed retained 
their validity for Akhenaten; but the conception of imma¬ 
nence prevailed strongly over every other aspect of divine 
power. Akhenaten adored but one power and refused to 
accept a multiplicity of answers and, again, the Egyptians 
did not acquiesce. His monotheistic zeal offended their 
reverence for the phenomena and the tolerant wisdom 
with which they had done justice to the many-sidedness 
of reality. Akhenaten’s doctrine was execrated and for¬ 
gotten a few years after his death. 

The Memphite Theology and the Aten cult may be said 
to define the limits of Egyptian religious feeling which 
would brook no interference with two basic truths: that 
there were many gods and that they were immanent in 
nature. Only on this basis could the Egyptians combine a 
profound awareness of the complexity of the phenomenal 
world with that of a mystic bond uniting man and nature. 
But to us the immanence of the gods limits their scope; 
they appear captives of their own spheres of manifesta¬ 
tion. 

The Egyptian gods are imperfect as individuals. If we 
compare two of them—say, Min and Sobek—we find, not 
two personages, but two sets of functions and emblems. 

19 For the sun cult of Akhenaten see J. H. Breasted, History of Egypt 
(New York, 1912), Ch. XVIII; J. D. S. Pendlebury, Tellel-Amama (Lon¬ 
don, 1935); Georg Steindorff and Keith C. Seele, When Egypt Ruled the 
East (Chicago, 1942), Ch. XIV. 
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for his glory to be revealed, too great for question to be asked 
of him, too powerful to be known. 22 

This is but a small fragment from a long poem which ex¬ 
presses magnificently the feeling of religious awe. But it 
differs in spirit from certain hymns to Zeus as well as from 
the Hebrew psalms. Amon-Re’s all-pervading power is 
described as follows: 

He lives in what Shu uplifts (the clouds) to the end of the circuit 
of the sky. He enters into all trees and they become animated, 
with branches waving ... He raises heaven to furor and the 
sea to revolt, and they become peaceful [again] when he comes 
to peace. He brings the divine Nile to a flood when his heart 
suggests it. . . . One hears his voice but he is not seen while he 
lets all throats breathe. He strengthens the heart of her who is in 
labor and lets the child which comes forth from her live. 23 

There are phrases here, as in previous quotations, which 
recall the Old Testament. But let us remember how Jahweh 
made himself known to Elijah (I Kings 19:11-12): 

And, behold, the Lord passed by, and a great and strong wind 
rent the mountains, and brake in pieces the rocks before the 
Lord; but the Lord was not in the wind: and after the wind an 
earthquake; but the Lord was not in the earthquake: 

And after the earthquake a fire; but the Lord was not in the 
fire; and after the fire a still small voice. 

Inevitably our attention remains fixed on the moving 
epiphany in the last verse. But we should not overlook 
the great significance of the introductory negations. Jah¬ 
weh was not in any natural phenomenon, however majes¬ 
tic it might be. But of Amon-Re it was said: “He lives in 

22 After Gardiner, “Hymns to Amon,” p. 34. 

23 After K. Sethe, Amun und die acht Urgdtter. 






























28 


the EGYPTIAN GODS 


What Shu uplifts” and heaven and sea “k 
again when he conies to peace.” k & peaceful 

said that th P e a Egypttn Ul gol UCldate * meant when 1 
own manifestations Thev ne CaptlVes within their 

conipleteaspersZ'I IS ^ 7 ^ but rema * in- 

gods were not distant and inta -fT Va & ue and grandiose 
forever within the sphere of the^ !■ ^ E §>'P tian hved 
comprehended these activities to aT^’ M ° reover ’ he 
of human existence. This is a comm “ tenns 

ism. For if the universe is animTT" “ pol ^ the - 

in terms of human life We h ^ * 1S best under stood 
explained the da% T" ** ““ 

moon waned becaL flLX r * S “ n “ ** birth; 1116 
barley was made into of H °™^ When 

feat in the grain-wh^T 

* every turn, and we must no, i„,e r p rel fern 

for we cannot abstract a me,, • P r bem &S a ^ e 8 0nes > 

falsifying the beliefs which theyeLeTl^T With ° Ut 
ornaments or adjuncts nf ,T Ima § es «« not 
separable from itTlsl L lh ° Ught are in- 

mfchtSaf" - 

t°W i bUl “■ 

most cSydluT^terb^tie? ^ T”* 8°*^* 

tality, which we shall dise • ®^ ptian ^liefs in immor- 
*> universe is si nM “ fed i 

with life, man’s own existence "vn 'i.' 35 5u ^ use( l 

of birth, procreation, and deTtb^ CrllicaI P hases 
•be eosmic phenomena and 


THE EGYPTIAN GODS 


29 


turn. When the sunset is inseparable from the thought of 
death, dawn is a surety of resurrection. In this way the 
immanence of the gods in nature, far from diminishing 
their significance for the Egyptians, enabled a correlation 
of human and natural life which was an inexhaustible 
source of strength. The life of man, as an individual and 
even more as a member of society, was integrated with 
the life of nature, and we shall see in subsequent chapters 
that the experience of that harmony was thought to be 
the greatest good to which man could aspire. 
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The Egyptian State 


THE EGYPTIAN CONCEPTION OF THE STATE 

The Egyptian language lacked a word for “state.” It could 
express ‘country” in more ways than one, and it could 
designate foreign peoples. But although Egypt is the oldest 
example of what Webster calls a “body of people occupy¬ 
ing a definite territory and politically organized under one 
government,” this rational definition of the word “state” 
would have been meaningless to the Egyptians. It would, 
for one thing, have been too anthropocentric; the Egyp¬ 
tians did not feel that their country was just a piece of land 
which they happened to occupy. The bond between them 
and their land was as singular and as strong as the bond 
of blood, and even political institutions were involved in 
a feeling of unalterable rightness. 

The Egyptian state was not a man-made alternative to 
other forms of political organization. It was god-given, 
established when the world was created; and it continued 
to form part of the universal order. In the person of Pharaoh 
a superhuman being had taken charge of the affairs of 
man. And this great blessing, which ensured the well¬ 
being of the nation, was not due to a fortunate accident 
but had been foreseen in the divine plan. The monarchy 
then was as old as the world, for the creator himself had 
assumed kingly office on the day of creation. Pharaoh was 
his descendant and his successor. The word “state” was 
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absent from the language because all the significant as¬ 
pects of the state were concentrated in the king. He was 
the fountainhead of all authority, all power, and all wealth. 
The famous saying of Louis XIV, I’etat c’est moi, was levity 
and presumption when it was uttered, but could have 
been offered by Pharaoh as a statement of fact in which his 
subjects concurred. It would have summed up adequately 
their political philosophy. 

There can be no doubt about this. The practical or¬ 
ganization of the Egyptian commonwealth implies it; the 
texts and monuments proclaim it; and it is confirmed by 
the absence of any trace of revolution in three thousand 
years of recorded history. Pharaoh was no mere despot 
holding an unwilling people in slavery. He ruled in the 
strictest sense by divine right; and any attempt to describe 
the Egyptian state irrespective of the doctrine of Pharaohs 
divinity would be fatuous. We might as well discuss a 
modern democracy without reference to the doctrine of 
the freedom and equality of men. We know how thor¬ 
oughly this last doctrine has molded our mores and in¬ 
stitutions; we shall see that the belief in the divinity of 
their king similarly affected the everyday life of the Egyp¬ 
tians. 

We must, then, face the fact that a basic conviction of 
the Egyptians is totally alien to us. But we cannot evade 
that difficulty, least of all by quasi-rational interpretations. 
The doctrine of the divinity of kings has been viewed as 
a consequence of a misunderstanding—a metaphor taken 
literally—or as an elaborate fraud by men in power anxious 
to secure its continuation by sanctifying it. Similar pseudo¬ 
explanations have been rejected by historians and an¬ 
thropologists alike, and the facts we are about to discuss 
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will once more expose their shallowness. The doctrine of 
divine kingship is only comparable to a religious creed. It 
carries conviction beyond dispute, fulfills emotional needs, 
and may give rise, as we shall see, to moral and intellec¬ 
tual considerations of a high order. 

I have discussed divine kingship elsewhere in detail, 
and we shall consider it here only in so far as is necessary 
for an understanding of the Egyptian state. Moreover, we 
shall concentrate on the features which are at all times 
characteristic of that state, since a discussion of historical 
changes would take us too far and would not throw light 
on the fundamental conception. The same applies to the 
problem of origin; we shall not discuss how the Egyptian 
monarchy as we know it came into being. This, too, I have 
done elsewhere, but it remains a matter of conjecture, 
since even the earliest texts and monuments take the rule 
of a divine king for granted. We observe that the mon¬ 
archy was always regarded as the only form of political 
organization that was conceivable, the realization of a 
predestined order of society. Apparently it possessed the 
compelling authority of an answer to an unconscious need, 
and it must therefore have been in profound harmony with 
the Egyptian mentality. It is with this in mind that we 
shall attempt to understand the Egyptian state. 

We shall proceed in three stages: First we shall de¬ 
scribe the political and economic organization of Egypt in 
historical times as it is revealed by the documents. It will 
then appear that the whole apparatus of government was 
but an implement for the execution of the royal command. 
We shall, in the second place, consider the omnipotent 
ruler at the head of the state, and we shall find that his in¬ 
dividuality escapes us entirely and in every instance. Even 
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in his lifetime he appears to belong to the sphere of myth 
as much as to that of actuality. Consequently (and in the 
third place) we shall have to find an explanation of the 
political philosophy of the Egyptians in the view they took 
of the world in general. 

THE ORGANIZATION OF THE STATE 

The Egyptian state was highly centralized. Many decisions 
were taken by the king or by his deputy, the vizier, or 
could be referred back to them, but the business of gov¬ 
ernment was actually carried on by a vast body of officials. 
The social status of these men differed in different periods, 
but we can disregard these details here. Only the situation 
prevailing during the early part of the Old Kingdom is 
illuminating. At that time we find “royal kinsmen” through¬ 
out the administration. The king’s sons or brothers filled 
the offices of vizier or treasurer or were high priests in the 
main temples. Descendants of earlier kings or distant rela¬ 
tives got less important appointments down to quite sub¬ 
ordinate posts in the provincial administration. The usual 
view that this system ensured loyalty to the throne is 
contrary to the observed facts: everywhere and at all times 
the scions of great houses have caused trouble by becom¬ 
ing pretenders. The preponderance of royal kinsmen in 
the administration follows from the unique nature of the 
king. Only those who were of the blood royal—in however 
slight a degree—were fit to exercise authority, since all 
authority was delegated royal power. 

In later times this system was abandoned. But even 
when the bureaucracy had no connection with the royal 
house, it remained a structure based on delegated personal 
power. This explains the fact that judicial and executive 
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functions were often combined: “The courts of law con¬ 
sisted of meetings of the local dignitaries under the chair¬ 
manship of an official who presided over the trial,” 1 The 
courts in descending order were Pharaoh, the vizier, the 
governor of a province, the local authorities. As regards 
the last, one sometimes reads a few names of judges with 
the addition, the whole group of laborers,” as if an un¬ 
specified number of local worthies could take part. 2 The 
vizier was chief justice, in appeal and in first instance, and 
was assisted by a Kenbet or council which probably func¬ 
tioned in an advisory capacity only. 3 Not only were execu¬ 
tive and judicial functions combined, but even the com¬ 
petence of the different departments of government was 
not clearly defined. But this, again, follows from the pe¬ 
culiar nature of their authority; they all acted ultimately 
as deputies of Pharaoh in whom rested all authority, un¬ 
differentiated. A certain amount of specialized depart¬ 
mental training existed, and was encouraged by the prac¬ 
tice of having a son succeed to his fathers office. The father 
associated his son as an apprentice and assistant in the 
expectation that in time he would be allowed to hand 
over his functions; and thus continuity and efficiency were 

1 E. Seidl, in S. R. K. Glanville, ed., The Legacy of Egypt (Oxford, 1942), 
p. 204, describes this in the New Kingdom, but the “Eloquent Peasant" 
shows that it was true for earlier times too; Rensi was on his way to such 
a court, and Uni’s appointment to the court of Nekhen, although he was an 
administrative official, shows the same. 

2 Alexander Scharff and Erwin Seidl, Einfiihrung in die dgyptische Rcchts- 
geschichte bis zum Ende des neuen Reiches in “Agyptologische Forschun- 
gen (Gluckstadt, 1939), Part 10, p. 32, referring to Jacques Pirenne, His- 
toire des institutions et du droit privd de Vancienne Esuvte (Brussells 
1932), 1,73,274. v 

s The judicial power of officials over their inferiors was stayed in the hall 
of the vjzier, so that an unprejudiced hearing and discussion of the cases of 
lower officials were possible. See Sethe, Urkunden des agyptischen Alter- 
tums (Leipzig, 1909), IV, 1107; Breasted, Ancient Records of Egupt 
(Chicago, 1907), II, §681. ' 
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furthered. But each succession had to be authorized by 
Pharaoh; for, as the Papyrus of Ani puts it, “offices have no 
children.” At any time the king could—and did—appoint 
outsiders. In fact, the noteworthy careers, as preserved for 
us in tomb inscriptions, broke through all departmental 
limitations. Men of humble origin could rise to the top 
once their gifts were recognized; and we find that they 
were called to a succession of posts which would seem to 
us to have required entirely different preparatory training. 
For example, in the Sixth Dynasty a certain Uni started 
as undercustodian of royal domains. 4 Later he obtained 
court rank and a priestly office—the latter a necessity since 
courtiers, in contact with the divine king, had to be ritu¬ 
ally pure. He was promoted to be a superior custodian 
of domains and became also judge in the court of Nekhen. 
When a conspiracy in the royal harem was discovered, the 
king by-passed the vizier and all other courts and instructed 
Uni with one assessor to investigate the case in great se¬ 
crecy. Next Uni was put in command of an army and led 
five campaigns against the Bedaween in the Sinai Desert, 
and a campaign in southern Palestine where the troops 
were transported overseas. Finally he became governor of 
the South, one of the highest administrative appointments, 
and was charged in that capacity with the quarrying and 
transportation of a royal sarcophagus and other tomb 
fittings in the region of the First Cataract, and with the 
cutting of canals to improve navigation. 

The career of Uni is typical of those of outstanding men 
in all periods of Egyptian history. Since all authority bore 
a personal character, officials could be used in whatever 
function seemed desirable at any moment. But the con- 

4 Breasted, Ancient Records I, §§ 291-94, 306-15, 319-24. 
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comitant fluidity of competence, even between depart¬ 
ments, was a source of confusion. This is illustrated, for 
instance, by a set of letters from Ramessid times which 
have come down to us . 5 We read that a scribe of the treas¬ 
ury, attempting to collect the balance of a shipment of 
textiles, was confronted by a steward who claimed the 
goods as due his own branch of the civil service. The 
steward had the scribe arrested, and the latter, threatened 
with physical violence, gave in. In such a case—a con¬ 
flict within the administration—there was no court compe¬ 
tent to adjudicate the matter. The scribe, if he was anxious 
to save his standing with his superiors, had to sue the 
steward under what we should call civil law. In this case 
the steward was personally indicted and made responsible 
for the return of the textiles to the scribe of the treasury. 
We see, then, that towards the end of the second millen¬ 
nium, Egypt did not possess a bureaucracy in the modern 
sense in which a circumscribed function defines the scope 
of personal initiative. Egyptian officialdom retained at 
all times and in all its strata the characteristic of personal 
authority, and that because it devolved ultimately from 
Pharaoh. This left great scope to energetic individuals; 
but it depended upon the direction in which they used 
their gifts, and upon the control exercised at the center of 
government, whether the opportunity thus offered must 
be counted an advantage or a drawback. 

The people, in so far as they formed no part of the 
bureaucracy, labored nonetheless in the service of Pharaoh. 
The villagers could be called up for all kinds of corvee. 
They were obliged to lodge and feed the messengers who 

6 Adolf Erman and Hermann Ranke, Aegypten und aegyptisches Leben 
im Altertum (Tubingen, 1923), 124. 
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traveled continuously to and from the capital, and the 
police, too, who seem to have lived off the land . 6 A pro¬ 
portion of tire young men of every hamlet or estate were 
drafted into the army. But warfare was the least frequent 
of their occupations. They normally served as a labor corps, 
assisting in quarrying or building operations, irrigation 
works, or expeditions to neighboring regions which sup¬ 
plied Egypt with many of its raw materials. 

Here we touch upon a function of Pharaoh as momen¬ 
tous as his heading of the administration. The Nile Valley 
produced foodstuffs in abundance, but almost all other 
substances had to be obtained from outside. In Mesopo¬ 
tamia, where similar conditions obtained, merchants took 
charge of the import trade. In Egypt the word for “mer¬ 
chant,” swy.ty, is not found before the New Kingdom, and 
when it occurs it designates the officials of certain tem¬ 
ples who had been granted the privilege of foreign trade 
by the king . 7 The import trade was a royal monopoly, 
except that this term suggests to us the totally irrelevant 
conception of a profit-making concern. The king owned 
all, in any case, and organized the foreign trade to supply 
the needs of the commonwealth as regards raw materials. 
Royal expeditions went to mine gold in Nubia; malachite, 
turquoise, and perhaps copper in Sinai; or stone in the 
eastern desert. Royal fleets went to Byblos on the Phoe¬ 
nician coast to fetch wood, and through the Red Sea to 
Punt-Somaliland for frankincense and myrrh. These over¬ 
seas ventures brought the Egyptians in contact with people 
of some culture and power who insisted on a quid pro quo 
in their dealings. Hence the Egyptian envoys plied a kind 

e H. Kees, “Aegypten,” in Kulturgeschichte des alten Orients (Walter 
Otto, ed., Handbuch der Altertumswissenschaft , Munchen, 1933), p. 46. 
7 Kees, “Aegypten,” p. 104, n. 1. 
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of diplomatic trade; they offered valuable presents to the 
local rulers, enough perhaps to count as a fair price for 
their purchases. Objects bearing Pharaoh’s name have been 
found in the tombs of the princes of Byblos, and they 
belong to the very best which Egyptian jewelers produced. 8 
In return for such presents the local princes had trees 
felled or frankincense heaped on the shore for Pharaoh’s 
envoys to take away and record as tribute on the monu¬ 
ments at home. In Nubia and the eastern desert there 
were no local princes to deal with. The populations of 
these regions were ignored, and the expeditions took what 
they wanted. 

These were large-scale undertakings. A treasury official 
of the Middle Kingdom reports that he transported eighty 
blocks of stone from the Wady Hammamat in the eastern 
desert with groups of 1,000, 1,500, and 2,000 men, the 
blocks being pulled on rollers, in all probability, and that 
“without a single man getting exhausted, without a man 
thirsting on the way, without a moment of ill will. On the 
contrary, the whole army (note this word!) came home in 
good spirits, sated with bread, drunk with beer, as if it 
were the beautiful festival of a god.” 9 Such “armies,” of 
course, contained craftsmen such as masons and sculptors, 
but by far the largest number of “soldiers” were ordinary 
levies who, like the modern fellaheen, supplied labor for 
any task in hand. Sometimes an expedition fulfilled a mul¬ 
tiple purpose. Henu, another official of the treasury, went 
with 3,000 men through the Wady Hammamat to the Red 
Sea, carrying wood to build a seagoing ship on the Red 
Sea coast for a trip to Punt in search of frankincense; on 

8 P. Montet, Byblos et VEgypte (Paris, 1928-29), Pis. 88-94. 

9 After Kees, “Aegypten,” pp. 139-41. 


THE EGYPTIAN STATE 


39 


the way there he reconditioned the wells along the route, 
on the way back he quarried and brought stone with him. 10 

The king alone could command that undertakings of this 
magnitude be set on foot. Hence we find that tombs built 
of quarried stone are often gifts from the ruler to certain 
courtiers and officials, while others received only a sculp¬ 
tured slab or niche and the actual tomb had to be built, 
generally of sun-dried brick, by labor available to the re¬ 
cipient in his official function or on his estate. 

The expeditions to the south, to Nubia, mined gold and 
requisitioned or bartered cattle, panther skins, ostrich 
feathers, ivory, and so on. A frontier stela erected by Senu- 
sert III forbade any Negro to pass beyond it, either by ship 
or on foot or driving cattle, unless he was on his way to 
barter his goods at a near-by emporium. The imported 
goods were mostly essential commodities and their dis¬ 
tribution was largely effected through the king, taking 
place in the form of grants and as payments for services, 
all of which were made in goods. Gold, silver, copper, oil, 
wood, and linen, to name but a few, were turned over to 
the great officials, who in turn made gifts and payments 
to their dependents, and so on down the social scale. It is 
most remarkable that the supply of raw materials, which 
was dependent on the king’s bounty, was sufficient, and 
that this system did succeed in bringing a great variety 
of goods into circulation. However, districts not well con¬ 
nected with the capital were apt to be starved for ma¬ 
terials. This has been shown by excavations of Qau el 
Kebir, a small provincial town in Middle Egypt on the 
eastern, less important, bank of the Nile. 11 During the 

10 Ibid., p. 123. 

11 Guy Brunton, Qau and Badari (London, 1927), I, 75. 
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flourishing period of the Old Kingdom, when the pyramids 
were built and rich tombs were equipped for the king and 
his officials near Memphis, the graves at Qau el Kebir were 
of the poorest. But after the collapse of the central gov¬ 
ernment, in the First Intermediate period, the effective 
power was in the hands of the local dignitaries (page 84 
below). The tombs near the capital were very poorly sup¬ 
plied with grave goods at that time, but those at Qau 
were now for the first time equipped with alabaster vases, 
jewelry of semiprecious stone, and even gold. It is equally 
significant that at this time men were buried with their 
weapons. This had not been usual hitherto, but a con¬ 
temporary text states that “a man goes ploughing carrying 
his shield.” 12 

In normal times, then, private trade on a large scale did 
not exist. There was, of course, extensive barter in local 
markets, where products of home industries, surplus crops, 
birds and fishes caught in the marshes, implements and 
such valuables as had reached the populace, changed 
hands. Such markets are repeatedly depicted in the tombs. 
In one case 13 one sees Phoenician merchantmen just made 
fast to the quay at Thebes, while local vendors sit in their 
booths offering refreshments, sandals, and similar articles, 
waiting for the crews to disembark. The standards of value 
were fixed weights of gold, silver, or copper. Free enter¬ 
prise did exist but it remained, as it were, marginal. The 
economy of the country as a whole was dependent on the 
distribution of raw materials and produce through the 
king’s agents. This applies not only to importations but, 

12 After Adolf Erman, The Literature of the Ancient Egyptians , tr. A. M. 
Blackman (London, 1927), p. 94. 

13 Revue archSologique, II (1898), PI. 15. 
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to an even larger extent, to barley, emmer, cattle, wine, 
linen, and other native produce. These goods were turned 
over by the royal storehouses as wages and salaries to 
artisans, officials, artists, priests, and others not directly 
engaged in food production. They were collected from 
the farms and the large estates (including the temple 
estates) in the form of taxes. Here again the distribution 
of goods was a function of Pharaoh, and this was expressed 
by the Egyptians in the simple statement that Pharaoh 
owned the land. 

Since land was the basis of taxation its distribution was 
a matter of great concern. Private ownership was acknowl¬ 
edged in practice, but in theory it was viewed as a royal 
grant which could be revoked at any moment. A cadaster 
was kept at the office of the vizier, and all transactions 
concerning land had to be recorded and authenticated 
there. We read, for instance, in an Old Kingdom text: 

Him were given 50 aruras of land, from his mother’s estate, 
when she made out a will for her children. It was handed over 
to them by royal decree. 14 

Litigations concerning land were heard by the vizier in 
person; he also had to give permission for the cutting 
down of trees, always rare and valuable in Egypt. Trees, 
ponds, canals, and wells were taxed, as well as all herds 
and flocks and the yield of chase and fishery. 15 The main 
source of taxes was the harvest, which was calculated on 
the height of the inundation recorded annually at least 
since the First Dynasty. Seed com was advanced to the 

i* After Sethe, XJrkunden, I, 2; Kees, “Aecypten,” p. 44, n. 6. 

15 Kees, "Aegypten,” pp. 39-40. The whole section on the rural economies 
of Egypt (pp. 18-53) is outstandingly good. 
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peasant, and oxen for ploughing were let out to him. Then, 
at harvest time, officials of the treasury, accompanied by 
scribes and by policemen carrying sticks, came to take 
what was due to the royal storehouses, whence it reached 
all those who were directly or indirectly dependent on 
Pharaoh for their sustenance. Thus the Egyptian, whether 
he was part of the official hierarchy or not, was entirely 
subservient to the state as personified in Pharaoh. In Max 
Weber’s words: “Everyone was tied to the function which 
he exercised within the social organism; in principle no 
one was free.” 16 

Weber’s statement correctly links the absence of per¬ 
sonal freedom—the correlate of the king’s absolute power 
—with the function of each individual in the community. 
For not even the most superficial observer can conclude 
that the people and the land with its resources were merely 
at the service of the king’s pleasure. Our summary descrip¬ 
tion of the Egyptian state indicates that Pharaoh fulfilled 
an indispensable function: his personal power appears as 
the integrating factor of the body politic. It became ef¬ 
fective through a corps of officials functioning exclusively 
by virtue of his delegation of authority. Royal enterprises 
supplied all the needs of the community which native 
produce could not satisfy; moreover, the distribution of 
the native produce was effected through the king’s agency. 
The state was for the Egyptian simply the sphere of the 
king’s activity; hence a civilized, orderly existence was de¬ 
pendent on the king. 

The premises of Pharaoh’s great personal power lie in 
the religious implications of Egyptian kingship. These 

18 Max Weber, Gesammelte Aufsatze zur Sozial- und Wirtschaftsge- 
schichte (Tubingen, 1924), p. 65. 
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were succinctly expressed when the vizier Rekhmire 
wrote in his tomb: 

What is the king of Upper and Lower Egypt? He is a god by 
whose dealings one lives, the father and the mother of all men, 
alone by himself without an equal. 17 

“A god by whose dealings one lives”—that is the func¬ 
tion of Pharaoh as the Egyptians saw it. And so we may 
understand that they did not consider their condition as 
a state of intolerable slavery. The total absence of popu¬ 
lar risings would otherwise be inexplicable. We know of 
troubles when the administrative machinery broke down; 
there were, for instance, strikes and demonstrations in 
the Theban necropolis in Ramessid times when rations 
fell a month behind time. 18 But there is no trace of any 
political movement against the existing order. On the 
contrary, the people showed their affection for the insti¬ 
tution of kingship by placing it in the center of their en¬ 
tertainment literature. The literary works, too, are all con¬ 
cerned with the king but it is more significant that tales, 
which by their artless form and coarse humor are clearly 
marked as products of the story-teller in the market place, 
dwell on the king and his court with the greatest insist¬ 
ence, and cast even myths about the gods in the form of 
court chronicles. 

For die king’s power, though absolute, was not arbi¬ 
trary. Pharaoh championed justice, Maat. In fact, the 
king was the fount of justice as he was the source of all 
authority; it is most significant that we have no indis- 

17 After Alan H. Gardiner, “The Autobiography of Rekhmire,” in Zeitschrift 
jiir aegyptische Sprache, 60 (1925), 69. 

is Adolf Erman and Hermann Ranke, Aegypten und aegyptisches Leben 
im Altertum (Tubingen, 1923), pp. 140-41. 
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putable evidence of the existence of codified law from 
Egypt. On the other hand, a short quotation from a law 
in a papyrus of the Twentieth Dynasty 19 takes the fol¬ 
lowing significant form: “Pharaoh has said, Let every 
woman’s dowry (?) be given to her.” And in the Edict of 
King Haremhab 20 the king describes, not any study of 
existing legislation, but how he “took counsel with his 
heart how he might expel evil and suppress untruth,” and 
then presents his enactments, again without any reference 
to prevailing codes, but in the following form: (1) state¬ 
ment that a certain type of abuse exists and that this dis¬ 
pleases the king; (2) a conditional phrase: If henceforth 
such-and-such a wrong is committed; (3) statement as 
to what penalty the king desires to be inflicted in the 
case. 

In theory every subject had access to Pharaoh for peti¬ 
tioning and every dispute could be submitted to his in¬ 
spired and ipso facto just decision. The king’s deputy and 
chief justice, the vizier, was explicitly instructed at his in¬ 
vestiture to receive any petitioner; the emphasis with 
which his “instructions” insist on the duty of being just 
contrasts sharply with the lack of other specific directives. 
I quote Professor Seele’s translation: 

Look after the office of the vizier and watch over everything that 
is done in it, for it is the constitution of the entire land. As to the 
office of the vizier, indeed, it is not pleasant; no, it is as bitter as 
its reputation. . . . He is one who must give no special con¬ 
sideration to princes or councilors nor make slaves of any people 
whatsoever. . . . Look upon him whom you know as on him 
whom you do not know, the one who approaches your person 

19 J. Cemv and T. Eric Peet, in Journal of Egyptian Archaeology, XIII 
(1927), 33 (Turin Papyrus 2021: 3, 4). 

20 K. Pfliiger, in Journal of Near Eastern Studies, V (1946), 260-68; 
Breasted, Ancient Records, III, §§ 45-67. 
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as the one who is far from your house. . . . Pass over no peti¬ 
tioner without hearing his case. . . . Show anger to no man 
wrongfully and be angry only at that which deserves anger. 
Instil fear of yourself that you may be held in fear, for a true 
prince is a prince who is feared. The distinction of a prince is 
that he does justice. But if a man instils fear in an excessive 
manner, there being in him a modicum of injustice in the esti¬ 
mation of men, they do not say of him: That is a just man. . . . 
What one expects of the conduct of the vizier is the performance 
of justice. 21 

There is reason to believe that these injunctions did not 
remain empty phrases. The service of Pharaoh was a re¬ 
ligious, not a purely secular, function, and sense of duty 
was strengthened by faith. Funerary texts like that of 
Pepinakht (page 82 below) confirm this. The instructions 
themselves refer to a vizier who on principle decided against 
his relatives lawsuits involving members of his family. The 
grim virtue of such an attitude shows how seriously the of¬ 
ficials took their duty to be just. But it is characteristic of the 
Egyptians that the “instructions” warn the vizier not to 
follow this example, with the addition: “For this is more 
than justice.” Equally revealing are certain phrases in 
tomb inscriptions which go beyond the enunciation of 
generalities. Harkhuf, governor of the South, states, for 
instance: “Never did I judge two brothers in such a way 
that a son was deprived of his paternal possession.” 22 
There are plenty of Egyptian letters and other docu¬ 
ments that mention abuse of power, but one gets the im¬ 
pression that the culprits are, on the whole, lesser officials 
and that the men in responsible positions acted with fair¬ 
ness and dignity. That appears, for instance, in the “Tale 

21 After Georg Steindorff and Keith C. Seele, When Egypt Ruled the 
East (Chicago, 1942), p. 87. 

22 After Breasted, Ancient Records , I, § 331. 
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of the Eloquent Peasant,” which we shall discuss later 
(page 146 and following). The peasant, robbed and bullied 
by an underling of the high steward Rensi, presents his 
case to that high official, who retains a disapproving si¬ 
lence when some colleagues of the evildoer insist that one 
should not take the complaints of a poor farmer too seri¬ 
ously. The peasant, for his part, insists in no uncertain 
terms on his right to receive justice, and in doing so refers 
explicitly to the king as the guarantor of justice. For in¬ 
stance, he says to the high steward: “Do justice for the 
Lord of Justice,” 23 and again: “The king is indoors, the 
rudder is in thy hand; and trouble is spread in thy vicinity. 
. . . Let thy tongue be directed aright, do not stray 
away.” 24 These are not words normally spoken by the sub¬ 
jects of a tyrant. But the conviction which supports the 
words, namely, that justice is of the essence of government, 
inseparable from the king, and hence the acknowledged 
object of an official’s concern, is founded on a conception 
of justice which pertains not only to ethics, but also to 
metaphysics. We cannot discuss this conception of jus¬ 
tice, Maat, before we have clarified the Egyptians’ con¬ 
ception of Pharaoh. 

THE PERSON OF THE MONARCH 

The Egyptian monuments and texts have been a disap¬ 
pointment to historians in that they consistently hide the 
individuality of the kings under generalities. The rulers 
in whose name every act of government was undertaken, 
who erected vast monuments and prided themselves on 
great deeds, remain totally impersonal to us. Some few dis- 

23 After Gardiner, in Journal of Egyptian Archaeology, IX (1923), 19. 

24 Ibid., pp. 12-13. Italics mine. 
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tinctive features, which were long believed to be indi¬ 
vidual traits (such as the initiative and courage of Tuth- 
mosis III at the battle of Megiddo), have since been recog¬ 
nized as conventional elements in the portrait of an ideal 
ruler. 25 The texts present us throughout with the tradi¬ 
tional conception of the king, and the sculptures present 
us, similarly, with ideals, not with portraits. The differences 
between the royal heads are largely those of period, be¬ 
cause the ideals—or, rather, specific details in the lasting 
ideal of kingship—changed somewhat in the course of 
time. We can distinguish the serene and abundant vigor 
of Old Kingdom sculptures, the proud and somber spirit¬ 
ual strength of the Middle Kingdom, and the refined steely 
force of the New Kingdom; we can distinguish more finely 
between, say, the spontaneity in the early part of the New 
Kingdom and the sophistication noticeable towards its 
end. We can sometimes formulate the distinctive features 
of works belonging to a single reign; but we are rarely 
convinced that a given work reveals the personal char¬ 
acter of the king whom it depicts. At most we recognize 
that a distinctive physiognomy is allowed to modify the 
ideal image somewhat. This individualization is imposed 
upon a basic ideal of kingship which was rendered in a 
form characteristic for the time in which the statue was 
made. Uninscribed statues can almost always be assigned 
to a given period, hardly ever with certainty to an in¬ 
dividual ruler. 

The prevalence of typical over individual features in 
the literary and plastic monuments accentuates once more 
the gulf which separates Pharaoh from the despot bent on 

25 A. de Buck, Het Typische en het Individueele by de Egyptenaren (Lei¬ 
den, 1929). 
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personal power and aggrandizement. The almost omni¬ 
potent rulers of Egypt were satisfied, in contrast with the 
tyrants of all ages, to let their individuality merge with the 
impersonal portrait of the ideal ruler. Even in the ac¬ 
counts of royal achievements which we should classify as 
historical texts, we find, to our exasperation, that every¬ 
thing that is singular and historical is treated as of little 
account. For example, we find that King Pepi II depicted 
his victory over the Libyans with such apparent care that 
he even had the names of captured Libyan chiefs written 
beside their images in the reliefs of his temple. But we 
happen to know that captured Libyan chiefs with precisely 
the same names figure in the reliefs of King Sahure, two 
hundred years earlierl In the same way Ramses III enu¬ 
merated his conquests in Asia by name, but in so doing 
copied a list of Ramses II, who, in his turn, had utilized a 
list of Tuthmosis III. 

We obviously miss the point entirely if we pretend to 
“explain” such usages by an appeal to the carelessness of 
designers or the vanity of their masters. None of these 
rulers stood in need of borrowing; their own achievements 
were considerable. But there was no reason why their 
draftsmen should not copy what was at hand on extant 
monuments. The identity of the king’s enemies changed, 
of course, from generation to generation, but for this very 
reason it was devoid of all real interest. The enemies were 
sufficiently identified by a conventional term, the “Nine 
Bows” (Figure 18). When depicted, these included all 
Egypt’s neighbors: the Negroes of the South, the Libyans 
of the West, the Asiatics of the East. It was understood that 
Pharaoh was victor over all of them. One might elaborate 
the theme and render enemies actually defeated in the 


THE EGYPTIAN STATE 


49 


reign of a given king; but such historical details, which 
for us would form the quintessence, were for the Egyptians 
mere embellishment of text or design. For real importance 
attached only to the perennial truth that Pharaoh ruled 
supreme among all men. The usual pictorial renderings 
of Pharaoh’s victories represent this unchanging truth and 
are therefore conventional. From the First Dynasty on¬ 
ward a gigantic figure of Pharaoh was shown destroying 
one or more defeated enemies (Figure 15). Place names, 
if they occur at all (as they do on the right in our figure), 
form a decorative fringe to the design; the reliefs, like the 
texts, emphasize the traditional, at the expense of the his¬ 
torical elements of the victory. The army is not depicted 
before the Nineteenth Dynasty, and then only in a sub¬ 
sidiary position (Figure 16); the king continues to appear 
as the fountainhead of all effective action, as the sole agent 
of victory. But in victory, as in every other deed of his 
reign, the king acts out and realizes a prefigured course of 
events. 

CHANGE, PERMANENCE, AND 

THE CONCEPTION OF MAAT 

We touch here on a fundamental feature of Egyptian king- 
ship, a feature rooted deeply in the Egyptian mentality: 
the touchstone for all that was really significant was its 
permanence. That was important which had always been 
and would never change. To say that the Egyptians held 
this view does not amount to calling them traditionalists. 
Their conviction went deeper than a reverence for tradi¬ 
tional values. It derived from an attitude of mind which 
comprehended the universe as essentially static. Move¬ 
ment and change were not denied to exist, of course; but 















50 


THE EGYPTIAN STATE 


change, in so far as it was significant, was recurrent change, 
the life rhythm of a universe which had gone forth, com¬ 
plete and unchanging, from the hands of its creator. The 
alternation of night and day, of drought and inundation, 
of the succession of the seasons, were significant changes; 
their movement was part of the established order of cre¬ 
ation. But single occurrences, odd events, historical cir¬ 
cumstances were ephemeral, superficial disturbances of 
the regularity of being and for that reason unimpor¬ 
tant. 

It is clear that people holding such views could not be 
deeply interested in historical detail when they erected 
monuments commemorating victories of their rulers; such 
details were no more than the accidental setting in which 
an unchanging truth had become manifest on a particular 
occasion. What mattered was the nature of Pharaoh’s ruler- 
ship, which was such as to doom every opposition. For his 
authority was founded not in the social, but in the cos¬ 
mic order. Kingship, in Egypt, was as old as the world. 
It dated from the day of creation. 

We must for a moment consider this connection of king- 
ship with creation—“the first time,” as the Egyptians called 
it—a little more closely. References to the creation turn 
up with great frequency in Egyptian texts; a large num¬ 
ber of creation stories were current; to all appearances, 
the concept played a very much larger part in Egyptian 
thought than in that of most other peoples. This is due to 
the Egyptians’ view of the world. In a static world, crea¬ 
tion is the only event that really matters supremely, since 
it alone can be said to have made a change. It makes the 
difference between the nothingness of chaos and the full¬ 
ness of the present which has emerged as a result of that 
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unique act. Consequently the story of the creation held 
the clue to the understanding of the present and it was 
for this reason that accounts of the creation were com¬ 
mented upon and elaborated with unvarying interest. They 
did not merely satisfy intellectual curiosity; they did not 
merely answer the theoretical question how things came 
into being; they did not even serve—as such accounts do 
in the Psalms and the Book of Job—to magnify God by 
extolling his first and most astounding manifestation of 
power. In Egypt the creation stories displayed, with a 
clarity which actual conditions often lacked, the articula¬ 
tion of the existing order and the interrelation and sig¬ 
nificance of its component parts. 

The social order was part of the cosmic order. All theo¬ 
logical schools agreed that kingship, the pivot of society, 
belonged to the basic order of existence and had been 
introduced at the time of creation. We quoted in the 
preceding chapter a text describing how Ptah made the 
local gods, the cities, and in fact the whole order of exist¬ 
ence. This passage ends with the following line which 
simply assigns to Ptah the title of king of Egypt: 

Thus all the gods are at one with him (Ptah), content and 
united with the Lord of the Two Lands. 

We saw also that it was more commonly the sun-god who 
counted as the creator in Egypt, and that it is therefore the 
sun, Re, who is called the first king of Egypt. This happens 
not only in religious texts, but also—significantly—in 
historical documents, like the king list of the Turin Papyrus 
of the second millennium b.c. or the history of the Ptole¬ 
maic priest Manetho. In a hymn the sun-god is even ad¬ 
dressed as if he were a dead king: 
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King Re, of blessed memory, sovereign of the Two Lands, 

Tremendous in strength, rich in power, 

All highest, who made the whole earth. 28 

This treatment of the sun-god is unusual. I have trans¬ 
lated a little freely to indicate, by the term “of blessed 
memory,” that Re is here regarded as a power of the past. 
But as a rule the Egyptians were very much aware of the 
sun as a living power; and they held, therefore, that he 
had disposed of his rulership of Egypt by handing it over 
to other gods; in the end it fell to the god Horus, who was 
incarnate in each Pharaoh. This delegation of power, far 
from removing Pharaoh from the divine sphere, put him, 
on the contrary, on a par with other gods. These, too, were 
children of the creator; for when the universe is alive, cre¬ 
ation is conceived as procreation. Now to say that the crea¬ 
tor first brought Shu and Tefnut (air and moisture) into 
existence, and that these in turn brought forth Geb and Nut 
(earth and sky) is to express, with all the concreteness of 
mythopoeic thought, the idea that powers latent in the 
creator were objectivated as distinct deities who now ex¬ 
ercised power in their appropriate spheres. Similarly, king- 
ship, once exercised by the creator, was put in charge of 
the deity incarnate in Pharaoh. The kingly character of 
the creator is clearly expressed when the “Book of the 
Dead” quotes his words and supplies them with an ex¬ 
planatory gloss: 

I am Atum when I was alone in Nun (the primeval ocean). I am 
Re in his first appearance when he began to rule that which he 
had made. (Gloss): What does that mean?—This “Re when he 
began to rule that which he had made” means that Re began to 

28 After Alexander Scharff, Aegyptische Sonnenlieder (Berlin, 1922), 
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appear as a king , as one who existed before Shu had even lifted 
heaven from earth. 

Thus the whole universe was a monarchy, and the king 
of the world had been the first king of Egypt. This function 
had devolved upon his son and successor. Pharaoh. But it 
had lost nothing of its nature in the transmission. The rule 
of Pharaoh still contained an element of creativity; it was 
an inspired rule which drew its certainties from sources 
beyond human control. Hence the texts abound in ex¬ 
pressions which exalt Pharaoh by describing his acts as 
reflections, equivalents, and repetitions of those of Re. 
Elsewhere I have discussed this parallelism in detail; 27 I 
shall quote here only one single instance, which is reveal¬ 
ing because it shows how this parallelism has found un¬ 
premeditated expression in certain turns of speech and 
usages of orthography. The verb khay is written with a 
hieroglyph depicting the sun appearing upon the primeval 
hill; this hill was the first dry land which Re made in the 
waters of chaos so that he might “find a place where he 
could stand,” as the texts have it. The word khay means 
“to shine forth,” and is used to describe the appearance of 
the sun at creation and at every sunrise. But it is likewise 
used to describe the state appearance of Pharaoh—at fes¬ 
tivals, in temples, in the privy council, or at the coronation. 
Such a usage proves that it was natural for the Egyptian 
to consider these various occurrences as closely similar, as 
virtually alike. 

For our present purpose we must consider the use of an¬ 
other term in connection with Pharaoh. It is the word 
Maat. We have met this word a number of times in the 

27 Kingship and the Gods (Chicago, 1948), Ch. 13. 
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“instructions” for the vizier (page 44) and have trans¬ 
lated it there with “justice.” But it is a concept belonging 
as much to cosmology as to ethics. It is justice as the 
divine order of society, but it is also the divine order of 
nature as established at the time of creation. In the Pyra¬ 
mid Texts Re is said to have come from the primeval hill, 
the place of creation, “after he had put order (Maat) in 
the place of chaos.” Now the achievement of Pharaoh is 
described in exactly the same terms. Tutankhamen records 
as follows the acts of his reign, which we know in this 
case to have consisted of the restoration of the Amon cult 
after the heresy of Akhenaten: 

His Majesty drove out disorder (or falsehood) from the Two 
Lands so that order (or truth) was again established in its place; 
he made disorder (falsehood) an abomination of the land as at 
“the first time” (creation). 

But we lack words for conceptions which, like Maat, have 
ethical as well as metaphysical implications. We must 
sometimes translate “order,” sometimes “truth,” sometimes 
“justice”; and the opposite of Maat requires a similar 
variety of renderings. In this manner we emphasize un¬ 
wittingly the impossibility of translating Egyptian thoughts 
into modern language, for the distinctions which we can¬ 
not avoid making did not exist for the Egyptians. Where 
society is part of a universal divine order, our contrast has 
no meaning. The laws of nature, the laws of society, and 
the divine commands all belong to the one category of 
what is right. The creator put order (or truth) in the 
place of disorder (or falsehood). The creator’s successor, 
Pharaoh, repeated this significant act at his accession, in 
every victory, at the renovation of a temple, and so on. 
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Amenhotep III stated that he wanted “to make the country 
flourish as in primeval times by means of the designs of 
Maat.” 28 And nature’s course is furthered by the king’s 
acts. We read in the Pyramid Texts: 

Heaven is satisfied and the earth rejoices when they hear that 
King Pepi II has put Maat in the place of falsehood (or dis¬ 
order ). 29 

In the concrete imagery of the Egyptians, the gods are 
said to live by Maat, which means: The powers immanent 
in nature function in accordance with the order of crea¬ 
tion. Pharaoh stands on a line with the gods in his relation 
to Maat, as the following quotation shows: 

I have made bright the truth (Maat) which he (Re) loves. I 
know that he lives by it. . . . It is my bread [too]; I too eat of 
its brightness. I am a likeness from his (Re’s) limbs, one with 
him . 80 

Such texts voice neither presumption nor, when put in the 
mouths of courtiers, flattery, but sheer theology. And since 
we have seen that the doctrine of the divinity of Pharaoh 
found practical expression in the political and social or¬ 
ganization of the country, we have no right to doubt that 
his role as champion of justice was taken seriously. In 
other words, we must assume that the Egyptian officials 
found in their function as agents of Pharaoh the same guid¬ 
ance which religious beliefs elsewhere provide. The rebel 
and the criminal who acted against Pharaoh, be it openly 
or by faithlessness in Pharaoh’s service, headed inevitably 
for destruction because they moved against the order upon 

28 Kingship and the Gods , p. 51. 

29 After K. Sethe, Die altaegyptischen Pyramidentexte (Leipzig, 1908- 
22), § 1775. 

80 After Breasted, Ancient Records, II, § 299. 
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which society, like all that exists, was forever founded. This 
point of view also explains the fact that the great battle 
reliefs (Figures 15, 16) always depict the enemies as true 
representatives of chaos, in notable contrast with the clar¬ 
ity of their royal victor. It likewise explains why the texts 
always refer to Egypt’s enemies in derogatory terms, as 
wretches or the like. Their annihilation is a foregone con¬ 
clusion. 

Even the pattern to which government in Egypt was 
made to conform reflects the view of Pharaoh which we 
have described. The king who lives by Maat, who has a 
direct knowledge of the predestined order of the universe, 
cannot consult mere mortals. His decisions are represented 
as spontaneous creative acts motivated by considerations 
which are beyond human comprehension, although he 
may graciously disclose some of them. A session of the 
privy council is therefore described as follows: 

The king made his appearance with the double crown, a sitting 
took place in the audience-hall. One (that is, the king) took 
counsel with his suite, the Companions of the Palace (Life! 
Prosperity! Health!), [and] the officials [of] the place of pri¬ 
vacy. One gave commands while they were heard; one took 
counsel in making them disclosures. 31 

Obviously much had happened before a formal session on 
this pattern could take place, but the interest for us lies 
in the form adopted. The verb of the opening sentence, 
“The king made his appearance with the double crown,” 
is khay, which we discussed, and which is also used for 
the appearance of the sun at dawn. The other point of in¬ 
terest lies in the statement that the king “took counsel in 

81 A. de Buck, in Analecta orientalia , XVII (Rome, 1938), 48-57. 
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making disclosures.” His address to the assembled counci¬ 
lors opens appropriately with the following words: 

Behold, My Majesty decrees a work and is thinking of a deed, 

and after his speech the councilors express merely admira¬ 
tion and consent: 

Authoritative utterance is in thy mouth. Understanding follows 
thee. O Sovereign (Life! Prosperity! Health!), it is thy plans 
which come to pass. 

Nature too responded to the king with acquiescence and 
support; in other words, the gods acknowledged by their 
acts that one of them occupied the throne of Egypt. I shall 
illustrate the Egyptian interpretation of the harmony be¬ 
tween society and nature which the king established by 
the account of a quarrying expedition sent to the Wady 
Hammamat in the Eleventh Dynasty. It should be remem¬ 
bered that the success of such an undertaking depended 
very largely upon the initial choice of a site. Since a large 
body of men was required for the transport of the stones 
and all supplies had to come up from the Nile Valley, delay 
might easily lead to a total failure. The worst complication 
which could occur when a large piece, like a sarcophagus 
and its lid, had to be quarried, was the discovery of hidden 
flaws after weeks of work. Hence prospecting for a site 
took place in that peculiar atmosphere of tension which 
makes men alive to signs and portents. In the account that 
follows you will find that the portent, when it occurred, 
was at once interpreted as a gesture of good will by the 
“god of the highlands” to Pharaoh; the miracle is said 
actually to have happened “to the king,” although he was 
several hundred miles away at the time. It is also worth 
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The great popularity of the “teachings” is in itself reveal¬ 
ing. The Egyptians were evidently convinced that the good 
life could be taught. Such a conviction betrays a surpris¬ 
ing confidence in the efficacy of man’s understanding; it 
reflects a feeling of security, of being in a world which is 
neither hostile nor, in the last analysis, problematical. This 
feeling was peculiar to the Egyptians. In Mesopotamia, 
for instance, the prevailing mood was one of uncertainty: 
the gods “determined destiny” year by year and were 
guided by considerations incomprehensible to man. The 
keynote of the Hebrew prophets was deep anxiety: they 
knew the divine commands but they also knew that man’s 
laxity was incorrigible and God’s wrath unallayed. And so 
it may be due to the serenity of the Egyptian “teachings” 
that they are viewed so rarely in this religious context 
where they belong. They are usually interpreted as secular 
guides of conduct; but the contrast between the secular 
and the religious is difficult to draw in ancient culture and, 
in any case, the current treatment of the “teachings” ob¬ 
scures their true significance and their peculiarly Egyptian 
character. 

The authors of the “teachings” do not present them¬ 
selves as priests or even as prophets. They appear as aged 
officials at the end of active and successful careers, desirous 
to let their children profit by their experience. The “Teach¬ 
ings of Kagemni”—reputedly a vizier of the Sixth Dynasty 
—end as follows: 

The vizier had his children called after he had completed [his 
treatise on] the ways of mankind and on their character as en¬ 
countered by him. And he said unto them: “All that is in this 
book, hear it as if (?) I spake it. . . .” They read it as it stood in 
writing, and it was better in their heart than everything that was 
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in this entire land; they stood and they sat in accordance there¬ 
with. 1 

The last sentence means, of course, that they modeled their 
whole fives on these instructions. But occasionally one feels 
a malicious desire to take the words literally, for the 
“teachings” seem to us at times to descend to entirely trivial 
matters; this happens without any transition, sometimes 
immediately after truly momentous questions have been 
raised. Such an inconsequential arrangement character¬ 
izes many books of ancient “wisdom”; the books of Proverbs 
and Ecclesiastes are cases in point. The absence of a sys¬ 
tematic arrangement is due to the traditional character of 
the contents. There is no need of a closely knit argument; 
striking images, incisive wording are all that is required to 
give a fresh appeal to the truth of familiar viewpoints. But 
how are we to account for the fact that the “Teachings 
of Ptahhotep” contain, among other things which we should 
not consider important, the following advice to a man in¬ 
vited to dine with his superiors (I paraphrase): Take the 
food that is served to you; don’t stare at the great man’s 
plate but look down on your own; talk only when spoken 
to; laugh when he laughs, he will like that; you will be 
agreeable to him, and that is just as well for you, for you 
never know what a magnate may be up to next. 

This kind of advice seems so thoroughly transparent 
that we smile at Ptahhotep’s “wisdom.” But we risk miss¬ 
ing the overtones of this ancient voice if we are so easily 
satisfied that we have understood it. We need to listen 
with greater attention. 

1 Adolf Erman, The Literature of the Ancient Egyptians , tr. A. M. Black¬ 
man (London, 1927), p. 67. 
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THE PRAGMATIC MISINTERPRETATION 

Let us take a pronouncement which precedes the one I 
paraphrased: 

If thou art a leader who directs the affairs of a multitude, strive 
after every excellence until there be no fault in thy nature. Maat 
is good and its worth is lasting. It has not been disturbed since 
the day of its creator, whereas he who transgresses its ordinances 
is punished. It lies as a path in front even of him who knows 
nothing. Wrongdoing (?) has never yet brought its venture to 
port. It is true that evil may gain wealth but the strength of 
truth is that it lasts; a man can say: “It was the property of my 
father.” 2 

This “teaching,” like the preceding one, possesses an ob¬ 
vious meaning. It simply states that honesty is the best 
policy. A high official must strive after every excellence; 
that implies that he must be true and just, for whoever 
acts against Maat comes ultimately to grief. It is true that 
ill-gotten wealth exists, but it rests on an insecure founda¬ 
tion. On the other hand, whatever one possesses by right 
gives the satisfaction of safety. This obvious, superficial 
meaning of the text is emphasized in the most recent trans¬ 
lation which renders part of it as follows: “Justice (Maat) 
is of advantage and its utility lasts.” Here, indeed, is prag¬ 
matism pure and simple, but it does not render, I think, the 
Egyptian point of view. 

The conception of Maat integrates the “teaching” of 
our quotation. And when we read that “Maat has not been 
disturbed since the day of its creator” we find, in the mid¬ 
dle of a quasi-practical piece of advice, the fundamental 

2 After Erman, Literature, p. 57, and J. A. Wilson, in The Intellectual 
Adventure of Ancient Man (Chicago, 1946), pp. 99-100. 
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doctrine of Egyptian religion. We discussed the conception 
of Maat, with its unmodem, untranslatable combination of 
meanings, in the preceding chapter. The Egyptians recog¬ 
nized a divine order, established at the time of creation; 
this order is manifest in nature in the normalcy of phe¬ 
nomena; it is manifest in society as justice; and it is mani¬ 
fest in an individual’s life as truth. Maat is this order, the 
essence of existence, whether we recognize it or not. Hence 
Ptahhotep’s remark: “It is as a path even in front of him 
who knows nothing.” Hence also the sequence, without 
any transition, of his two statements that an official must 
“strive after excellence,” and that “Maat is good and its 
worth is lasting.” The excellence of the official consisted in 
his agreement with Maat—justice, truth. The statement 
about Maat, in the version we use, is a little colorless: 
“Maat is good and its worth is lasting.” But if we render 
“Maat is of advantage and its utility lasts,” we convey an 
opportunism which the original does not possess, and 
which violates the spirit of the ancients. The word akh, 
which is translated “to be good” or “to be of advantage,” 
possesses, according to the dictionary, an “unklare ver- 
schwommene Bedeutung.” But this impression of an ob¬ 
scure and fluid meaning is often caused, not by any lack of 
clarity in the original, but by the incompatibility of ancient 
and modem conceptions. Such a discrepancy exists in the 
case of Maat, a concept which is totally alien to contem¬ 
porary thought and which therefore cannot be matched 
by any modern term. We should have to render it, at one 
and the same time, as a social, an ethical, and a cosmo¬ 
logical conception. Akh seems to be untranslatable for 
similar reasons; it may mean “to be agreeable,” “to be ad¬ 
vantageous,” but also “to be effective, splendid, sacred, 
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transfigured”—meanings which find their common root in 
the concept of harmony with the divine order of the uni¬ 
verse. I should like philologists to investigate whether this 
basic conception does not tinge, however faintly, all uses 
of the word; the pragmatism of Ptahhotep would then ap¬ 
pear once more to possess a religious background which 
differentiates it toto caelo from the pragmatism of our day. 
Ptahhotep’s statement: “Maat has not been disturbed since 
the day of its creator,” induced Breasted, in 1912, to speak 
of “the complaisant optimism which characterizes his max¬ 
ims.” 3 We now realize that it indicates no such thing, but 
represents, on the contrary, the deep religious conviction 
which inspired the “teachings.” 

The conception of Maat expresses the Egyptian belief 
that the universe is changeless and that all apparent op¬ 
posites must, therefore, hold each other in equilibrium. 
Such a belief has definite consequences in the field of 
moral philosophy. It puts a premium on whatever exists 
with a semblance of permanence. It excludes ideals of 
progress, utopias of any kind, revolutions, or any other 
radical changes in existing conditions. It allows a man 
“to strive after every excellence until there be no fault in 
his nature,” but that implies, as we have seen, harmony 
with the established order, the latter not taken in any 
vague and general way but quite specifically as that which 
exists with seeming permanence. In this way the belief 
in a static universe enhances, for instance, the significance 
of established authority; hence correct behavior towards 
one’s superiors possessed for the Egyptians a significance 
which we may circumscribe, but which we cannot com- 

8 J. H. Breasted, Development of Religion and Thought in Ancient Egypt 
(New York, 1912), p. 142. 
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prehend. In the same way inherited possessions owned a 
sanctity which no merely acquired wealth could ever ob¬ 
tain. 

But when a predestined order is recognized in so many 
quasi-permanent features of society, when actuality, in so 
far as it is traditional, receives a moral sanction, all rules 
of conduct become practical rules. There can be no con¬ 
trast between savoir-faire —worldly wisdom—and ethical 
behavior. Conceptions which we distinguish as contrasts 
thus turn out to be identical for the Egyptian; statements 
of his, which have for us a pragmatic ring, appear to be 
transfused with religious reverence. 

SUCCESS AS ATTUNEMENT 

The Egyptian did not believe the good life easy of at¬ 
tainment. It is true that it could—and should—be taught, 
for, as Ptahhotep has it: “There is no child that of itself 
has understanding.” And King Merikare was given the 
following instruction by his father: 

Copy thy fathers who have gone before thee. . . . Behold, 
their words are recorded in writing. Open and read and copy 
him who knows(?). Thus he who is skilled becomes one who is 
instructed. 4 

But it was not only ignorance that threatened to lead 
man astray. His passionate nature presented as great a 
danger. The Egyptian was well acquainted with the whole 
range of the seven deadly sins. Hence the “teachings” dis¬ 
tinguish two temperaments: the “passionate man” and 
the self-disciplined, the so-called “silent man.” The pas¬ 
sionate man is garrulous, quarrelsome, grasping, arbitrary, 

4 Alan H. Gardiner, in Journal of Egyptian Archaeology , I (1914), 25. 
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overweening. The silent man is patient, modest, calm, up to 
a point self-effacing, but above all master of himself under 
all circumstances. 

The destinies of these two temperaments are contrasted 
as follows by Amenemope: 

As for the passionate man in the temple, he is like a tree grow¬ 
ing in the open. Suddenly [comes] its loss of foliage, and its end 
is reached in the shipyards; [or] it is floated far from its place, 
and a flame is its burial shroud. 

[But] the truly silent man holds himself apart. He is like a tree 
growing in a garden. It flourishes; it doubles its fruit; it [stands] 
before its lord. Its fruit is sweet; its shade is pleasant; and its end 
is reached in the garden. 5 

We are apt to misunderstand the ideal of the silent man. 
It does not exalt submissiveness, meekness, or any kind of 
otherworldliness. The silent man is pre-eminently the suc¬ 
cessful man. High officials describe themselves as “truly 
silent,” 6 and they do so not with a Christian estimate of 
the spirit of humility, but with a wisdom which is pe¬ 
culiarly Egyptian. They consider that the go-getter jeopard¬ 
izes his success by the violence of his passion; he destroys 
that harmonious integration in the existing order which 
alone is effective. True wisdom is true power; but it means 
mastery over one’s impulses, and silence is a sign not of 
humility, but of superiority. One must be able to avoid get¬ 
ting involved in situations in which one is likely to be 
carried away by one’s feelings. Hence Amenemope coun¬ 
sels: 


and give way unto him that attacketh. 

Pause before an intruder, 

* After Wilson, in The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient Man, pp. 114-15. 
a Ibid., p. 114. 
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Sleep a night before speaking; 
the storm, it bursts forth like flame in straw. 

The passionate man in his hour 
withdraw thyself before him; 

Leave him to his own devices; 

God will know how to reply to him. 7 

The use of the word “God,” which is common in the 
“teachings,” requires comment. The original uses netjer, 
which may mean “a god,” “the god,” or “God.” “A god” 
is too vague and “the god” too definite; the exact meaning 
is “the god with whom you have to reckon in the circum¬ 
stances.” Egyptologists generally translate it “God,” and 
that rightly, since the relation of the Egyptian to the god 
with whom he had to reckon at a given moment was, 
temporarily, almost exclusive of all others. The teaching of 
Amenemope indicates that the passionate man “in his hour” 
—that is, when he is carried away—will certainly come up 
against the god who is concerned with the particular situa¬ 
tion in which the conflict takes place. But one must master 
the storm that bursts forth like a fire in straw when one is 
provoked by an intruder or an attacker; it is this storm in 
his own heart which the wise man suppresses. 

Now if one should decline to be drawn into a position 
where deliberation is impossible, it is all the more necessary 
that one should avoid creating such a situation: 

Say not: find me a strong chief, 
for a man in thy city has injured me; . . . 

Really, thou knowest not the designs of God, 
thou canst not realize (?) the morrow. 

Put thyself in the hands of God 
and thy tranquillity shall overthrow them (the enemies). 

7 F. LI. Griffith, in Journal of Egyptian Archaeology, XII (1926), 201. 
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In fact, the crocodile which gives no sound, 
of him above all fear is inveterate . 8 

Notice that the advice to trust in God is tempered with 
the reminder that the man who is master of his emotions 
is truly redoubtable: “Thy tranquillity shall overthrow 
them. The point is emphasized by the image of the dreaded 
voiceless crocodile. There is no question of declining to 
quarrel out of meekness or love for one’s fellow men. One 
avoids a conflict because it would be unwise to get involved 
in a situation which may imply more complications than 
one can foresee (“thou knowest not the designs of God”), 
and where deliberate and effective action may become 
impossible. 

Restraint of passions and an avoidance of extremes in 
general, characterize the wise man. One must neither be 
carried away by one’s anxieties nor waste one’s chances 
by carelessness. One must keep to the middle way in every¬ 
thing. Ptahhotep said: 

He who reckons all day has never a happy moment; 

He who feasts all day cannot keep his family. 

One reaches one’s goal according to one’s steering 
While [in turn] one steering oar is released and the other 
grasped. 

He who listens to his heart [alone] will come to: Had I 
but . . . ! 

in other words, to fruitless regrets. 9 

To the dangers of ignorance and lack of control over 
one’s passions must be added that of pride. One risks be¬ 
ing arrogant because of one’s spiritual gifts, or because 

8 After A. de Buck, in Nieuu> theologisch Tydschrift, XXI (Haarlem 1932) 
Xi.p.347. 
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one ascribes to one’s own effectiveness things which are 
really no more than good fortune, which means, a gift of 
the gods. Ptahhotep warns against both forms of pride: 

Be not arrogant because of thy knowledge, and have no confi¬ 
dence in that thou art a learned man. Take counsel with the 
ignorant as with the wise, for the limits of artistry cannot be 
reached and no artist fully possesses his skill. A good discourse 
is more hidden than the precious green stone, yet it is found 
with slave girls over the millstones . 10 

And so also with material success: 

If thou ploughest and there is growth in the field, God causes it 
to be much in thy hand. Do not boast about this among thy 
kindred. Great is the respect that the silent one calls forth . 11 

The last two sentences are very revealing. The Egyptian 
judged pride more like the Greeks than like the Hebrews. 
It was not a sin of the creature against his maker but a loss 
of the sense of proportion, a self-reliance, a self-assertion 
which passed the bounds of man and hence led to disaster. 
But while the Greek hubris was overtaken by Nemesis, 
the gods’ resentment, the Egyptian’s pride dislocated him 
within his appropriate setting, society. Ptahhotep states 
that he who exceeds his bounds by claiming credit for what 
is really a gift of the gods loses the place which an effec¬ 
tive, self-possessed, wise man occupies: “Do not boast . . . 
among thy kindred for great is the respect that the silent 
one calls forth.” The conceited man earns scorn, and thus 
a subtle shift in his relationships destroys his status in 
the community. Note that Ptahhotep, like Amenemope who 
lived perhaps two thousand years later, represents silence 

10 After Erman, Literature , p. 56. 

11 After A. de Buck, in Nieuw theologisch Tydschrift , p. 341. 
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not as a quality of the timid, the humble, or the meek, but 
of the superior man, whose mastery over himself con¬ 
stitutes an achievement acknowledged by all. 12 

The Egyptians declared the punishment of pride and 
other failings to be the business of the gods, but they be¬ 
lieved that divine retribution often acted not through a 
direct interference in human affairs, but indirectly, through 
the maintenance of Maat, the established order. From this 
point of view a man’s success in life appears as proof of 
his frictionless integration with that order. The successful 
man possesses a remarkable quality and disposes of an 
impersonal force because of his harmonious attunement 
to society and nature. Hence those who are less fortunate 
should attempt to profit and improve their situation by a 
close association with such a man. This is the meaning of 
the following “teaching” of Ptahhotep: 

If thou art wretched, then thou shouldst serve a man of repute, 
so that thy conduct be good before God; and it should be one of 
whom thou knowest that he was formerly insignificant. Do not 
raise up thine heart against him (i.e., don’t be proud) on account 
of that which thou knowest about him from the past, but honor 
him on account of that which fell to his lot. For wealth does not 
come of itself, but it is their (the gods’) ordinance for him whom 
they love. ... It is God who creates his success and he protects 
him even when he sleeps. 13 

The unfortunate man is here advised to cling to one who 

12 The insistence, in the instruction of the vizier (p. 44), on the fear 
which he must inspire is therefore perfectly in keeping with the ideal of 
the “silent man” which the same instructions, by implication, set before 
him. Notice (p. 46 and pp. 149 ff.) how the High Steward Rensi, in the 
tale of the Eloquent Peasant, behaves as a “silent man” by appearing un¬ 
moved until the time has come to reward the peasant and to destroy Tnoth- 
nakht. 

18 After A. de Buck, in Nietiw theologisch Tydschrift, p. 342. 
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has been conspicuously successful, as if the strong current 
of the latter’s life would allow the wretch to get afloat 
again, and would even carry him out of the backwater 
where his maladaptation has grounded him. Conversely, 
it is most unwise to associate with a misfit; this is the true 
meaning of the repeated warnings against bad company 
which are found in the “teachings” and which we are very 
likely to misconstrue. Kagemni counsels: 

If thou sittest with a greedy person, eat thou only when his meal 
is over, and if thou sittest with a drunkard, take thou only when 
his desire is satisfied. 14 

The usual comment on this type of advice is totally inade¬ 
quate. It is neither a rule of good conduct, nor a plan for 
making a man popular and likely to gain advancement— 
in fact, I can think of no behavior more likely to get one 
into trouble. Kagemni evidently wants his young man to 
dissociate himself in a conspicuous way from those who 
are acting against Maat and who are therefore bound to 
come to grief sooner or later. This was a matter of serious 
concern, a truly religious preoccupation, as is shown by 
the fact that one is advised to sever the bonds even with 
one’s own son if he proves hopelessly corrupt. We must 
remember how much a son meant to the ancient Egyptians 
to gauge the full weight of the following words of Ptahho¬ 
tep: 

(If, after warning and correction, thy son continues to do wrong) 
then drive him away ... he is not thy son, he is not born to 
thee. . . . 

Reject him as one whom they (the gods) have condemned; 

He is one who is damned already in the flesh. 

14 Erman, Literature, p. 66. 
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He whom they guide does not go astray. 

But he whom they leave without a boat cannot make the cross¬ 
ing . 15 

But if success is proof of harmony with the gods, it also 
imposes upon the man who is “right” the obligation of 
increasing the well-being of society by assisting those who 
are less fortunate: 

A man whom his god has built up should foster many . 16 

So also Amenemope: 

If thou find a large debt against a poor man, 
make it into three parts; 
forgive two, let one remain; 

thou wilt find it a path of life; 
thou wilt lie down at night and sleep soundly. 

On the morrow thou wilt find it like good news . 17 

This profound experience of lasting satisfaction after a gen¬ 
erous act was not caused by the awareness of having obeyed 
a divine commandment; it was a direct consequence of be¬ 
ing in harmony with Maat. Righteousness produces joy, evil 
brings misfortune—but this phrase possessed more pro¬ 
fundity in Egypt than it has in modern pragmatism. For 
our word “righteous” renders most imperfectly the Egyp¬ 
tian qualification of an action which we should call so, but 
which, to the Egyptians, passed beyond the scope of ethics 
and affected the very existence of man and of society in 
nature. 

16 After Erman, Literature, p. 59, and A. de Buck, in Nieuw theologisch 
Tydschrift, p. 342. 

16 Gardiner, ed., Hieratic Papyri in the British Museum, Third Series: 
Chester Beatty Gift (London, 1935), Papyrus No. IV. 

17 Griffith, in Journal of Egyptian Archaeology, XII (1926), 213. 
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THE ABSENCE OF THE CONCEPT OF SIN 

We have so far mainly considered the positive and didactic 
statements about the good life; we have seen that it was 
endangered by ignorance, passion, and pride. But the ques¬ 
tion remains whether the Egyptians, conceiving goodness 
in the sense we have described, showed any preoccupa¬ 
tion with the concept of evil. The answer is that they did 
so only to a very limited extent. We have seen in earlier 
chapters that they believed the universe to contain op¬ 
posing forces in perennial equilibrium. Evil, then, had its 
appointed place, counterbalanced—and kept in place—by 
good. The difference from biblical religion is most strik¬ 
ing in this respect. There are many Egyptian words denot¬ 
ing evil acts, but I doubt whether any should be rendered 
by “sin,” if one grants that word its proper theological con¬ 
notation. The Egyptian viewed his misdeeds not as sins, 
but as aberrations. They would bring him unhappiness be¬ 
cause they disturbed his harmonious integration with the 
existing world; they might even be explicitly disapproved 
by one or another of the gods, but these were always ready 
to welcome his better insight: 

Though the servant was disposed to do evil, 

Yet is the Lord disposed to be merciful. 

The Lord of Thebes (Amon) passes not a whole day wroth: 

His wrath is finished in a moment, and nought is left . 18 

It is especially significant that the Egyptians never showed 
any trace of feeling unworthy of the divine mercy. For he 
who errs is not a sinner but a fool, and his conversion to a 
better way of life does not require repentance but a better 
understanding. When Amenemope states: 

18 Battiscombe Gunn, in Journal of Egyptian Archaeology, III (1916), 85. 
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God is in his perfection, man is in liis inadequacy , 19 

the contrast is a simple statement of fact which entirely 
lacks the deeply disturbing overtones which it would pos¬ 
sess in a biblical context. It merely expresses an existing 
situation and warns man against overconfidence. In the 
Egyptians’ universe man had his place, and that admit¬ 
tedly below the gods. The command of the Old Testament 
that man should be “holy” (for example, Exodus 19:6) or 
the terrifying exhortation of Matthew 5:48: “Be ye there¬ 
fore perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is 
perfect”—would have seemed to the ancient Egyptian a 
mere confusion of the issue. 

Lack of insight or lack of self-restraint were at the root 
of man’s misfortunes, but not a basic corruption. And yet 
the Egyptian knew that not all men desired to follow the 
path of measured harmony which led to happiness. They 
admitted, therefore, something resembling divine grace; 
or rather, in the way of the Greeks, they stressed its oppo¬ 
site by stating that the gods blind him whom they wish to 
destroy. In Egypt the doomed man is deaf to the teachings 
of the sages; he becomes, in Ptahhotep’s words, “one that 
hears not”: 

He whom God loves, hears, but he whom God hates, hears not. 
It is the heart that makes the owner into one that hears or one 
that hears not. His heart is a man’s fortune. ... As for a fool 
that hears not, he can do nothing at all. He regards knowledge as 
ignorance and good as bad. He lives on that of which one dies; 
his food is untruth . 20 

Untruth, falsehood, disorder, the opposite of Maat, is that 

10 After Griffith, in Journal of Egyptian Archaeology, XII (1926), 216. 

-° After Erman, Literature, p. 64, and A. de Buck, in Nieuw theolopisch 
Tydschrift, p. 337. 6 
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of which one dies. It makes life impossible. How this is to 
be understood is shown by Amenemope: 

Speak not to a man in falsehood, 
the abomination of God; 
sever not thy heart from thy tongue, 
that all thy ways may be successful. 

We shall no longer interpret this “teaching” as a shallow 
piece of opportunism, of the type, “It pays to be honest.” 
Ptahhotep’s remark that falsehood is that “of which one 
dies’ indicates the argument underlying Amenemope’s 
statement. Falsehood is the opposite of Maat; it is chaos, 
the abomination of God,” that which is perennially de¬ 
feated in the order of the universe. Hence it is fatal for a 
man to identify himself with it. Yet he does so when he is 
dishonest, when he “severs his heart from his tongue”; con¬ 
sequently he cannot be effective when he does so; that is 
the meaning of the word “successful” in our quotation, as is 
proved by the concrete example with which Amenem¬ 
ope continues his teaching.” Do not simulate friendship 
towards your enemy: 

Say not to him “Hail to thee” in falsehood 
When there is terror in thy belly, 

for one cannot bring that off. On the other hand, do not 
dissimulate your conviction even when others disagree, but 
act, again, all of a piece: 

Be thou resolute before other people, 
for one is safe at the hand of God; 
hated of God is the falsifier of words, 
his great abomination is the dissembler . . . 21 

21 This and the preceding quotations are from Griffith, in Journal of Egyp¬ 
tian Archaeology, XII (1926), 209-10. 
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Such words have a familiar ring but they really represent 
a totally alien point of view. God’s hatred of the dissembler 
is not an ethical, but a cosmic force. It destroys the dis¬ 
honest man, not because he acts against a divine com¬ 
mandment, but because he is not in harmony with Maat, 
the universal order. One might object that the Egyptian 
expressed the conflict as one which involves a personal 
god, not an impersonal force. That is true, and the notion 
of an impersonal force is in any case modern, not ancient. 22 
I have therefore avoided saying that he who moves against 
Maat is destroyed automatically. But is it not remarkable 
that none of the gods are mentioned by name in any of 
the “teachings”? When the Egyptians appeal to “God,” 
namely, to “the god with whom you have to reckon in 
the circumstances,” they impart to the divine interest in 
man’s behavior a distinctly impersonal character. The whole 
pantheon, every one of the gods, required the “right” con¬ 
duct. An individual might feel more closely connected 
with one deity than with another, but the personal char¬ 
acter of such a relationship was created by the worshiper, 
not—as in the Bible—by the deity. 

We have a number of texts in which the loyalty of devo¬ 
te 3 S of particular gods found expression. They are hymns 
in which ordinary people pray or render thanks for a 
favorable turn in their fortunes. The gods to whom grati¬ 
tude is expressed differ, but the spirit and sometimes even 
the wording remains the same throughout these texts. This 
can be understood if we remember that the Egyptian gods 
were imperfectly individualized because they were imma¬ 
nent in nature (pages 25-29). They differed in their 

22 See The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient Man, pp. 15 ff. 
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spheres of action, but hardly in their characters. And thus 
man stood in the same relation to all of them, even though a 
scribe might feel special allegiance to Thoth, an artist to 
Ptah, a craftsman in the necropolis to Hathor, or to the 
Goddess of the West, or to the Peak, the splendid moun¬ 
tain over the cemeteries in which this goddess was imma¬ 
nent. But such differences are inessential; all the gods 
functioned within the established order; they all “lived by 
Maat” and consequently they all hated “untruth.” We may 
say that in Egyptian thought Maat, the divine order, medi¬ 
ated between man and the gods. On the whole, when man 
erred, he did not commit, in the first place, a crime against 
a god; he moved against the established order, and one 
god or another saw to it that that order was vindicated. 
We do not find in Egypt the violent conflict which is char¬ 
acteristic of biblical religion. Man is not seen in rebellion 
against the command of God nor does he experience the 
intensity and range of feelings from contrition to grace 
which characterize the main personages of the Old and 
New Testaments. By the same token the theme of God’s 
wrath is practically unknown in Egyptian literature; for the 
Egyptian, in his aberrations, is not a sinner whom God re¬ 
jects but an ignorant man who is disciplined and corrected. 
This is well illustrated by the following hymn, written by 
a worker in the Theban necropolis after he had been cured 
of an illness: 

I was an ignorant man and foolish, 

Who knew neither good nor evil. 

I wrought the transgression against the Peak, 

And she chastised me. 

I was in her hand by night as by day 
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“Mark,” I will say to great and little 
That are among the workmen: 

“Be ye ware of the Peak! 

For that a lion is within the Peak. 

She smites with the smiting of a savage lion. 

She pursues him that transgresses against her.” 

I called upon my Mistress; 

I found that she came to me with sweet airs; 

She was merciful to me, 

(After) she had made me behold her hand. 

She turned again to me in mercy: 

She caused me to forget the sickness that had 
been [upon] me . 23 

But another addresses the sun-god: 

Thou Sole and Only One, Harakhte, 

Like whom there is here no other! 

Who protects millions 

And delivers hundreds of thousands! 

The Savior of him that cries unto him, 

The Lord of Heliopolis! 

Punish me not for my many misdeeds. 

I am one that knows not himself (?). 

I am a witless man. 

All day long I follow my mouth like an ox after fodder . 24 

Yet another man invokes Amon: 

Thou art [Amon], the Lord of him that is silent; 

Who comest at the voice of the humble man. 

I call upon thee when I am in distress: 

And thou comest that thou mayest save me; 

That thou mayest give breath to him that is wretched; 
That thou mayest save me that am in bondage . 25 

23 After Gunn, in Journal of Egyptian Archaeology , III (1916), 86-87. 

24 After Erman, Literature , p. 307. 

25 Gunn, in Journal of Egyptian Archaeology , III (1916), 84. 
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The difference between these texts lies not in the picture 
they give of the different gods, but in that which the devo¬ 
tee gives of himself. And there we meet the same view¬ 
point as in the “teachings,* although the latter were in¬ 
tended for the educated public and the hymns belong to 
the sphere of popular literature. In these hymns, the men 
describe their faults as the consequence of ignorance; when 
they approve of themselves they claim to be like ‘The silent 
man.” And the texts derive no distinctive features at all 
from the character of the particular god to whom they hap¬ 
pen to be addressed. 

There are a few exceptional documents among these 
popular hymns. For the need of divine sanction and sup¬ 
port for a line of conduct which, although it was known to 
be right, was nevertheless difficult to adhere to, that need 
was sometimes so great that it could not be satisfied by 
the very generalized connection between the Egyptian 
gods and the moral code. In some cases, therefore, the 
gods were given attributes which have only an emotional, 
not a theological, justification. The following hymn, ad¬ 
dressed to Thoth, allows us to demonstrate this peculiar 
elaboration of the ordinary themes with great clarity. 
Thoth, the god of scribes, was manifest in the moon and 
was represented as an ibis or as a baboon (page 10 and 
Figures 3, 4, 5). He was entirely unconnected with vege¬ 
tation or with the power in water. Yet images derived 
from these spheres of natural life play a predominant part 
in the poem which a scribe addressed to the god of his 
profession. It starts by emphasizing the guardianship of 
Thoth over scribes: 

O Thoth, take me to Hermopolis, to thy city, where it is pleas¬ 
ant to live. 
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Thou suppliest what I need in bread and beer and thou keepest 
watch over my mouth when I speak. 

Would that I had Thoth behind me tomorrow (when I shall 
die) I 

Come to me when I enter before the Lords of Maat (the judges 
in the hereafter) 

And so shall I come forth justified. 

Thou great dom palm, sixty cubits high, whereon are fruits; 
Stones are in the fruits and water is in the stones. 

Thou who bringest water to a distant place, come deliver me, the 
silent man. 

Thoth, thou sweet well for one who thirsts in the desert; 

It is closed for one who argues but open for him who keeps 
silence. 

The silent one comes and finds the well. 

The hot-headed comes and thou art [choked ?]. 29 

The last verse shows that the elaborate imagery of the 
poem serves to bring the opposition of the passionate and 
the silent man in relation with the god to whom the scribe 
is particularly attached. His feelings evoke images of the 
greatest delights, the shade of the palm and the cool water 
from the well. Hence the associative progression of the 
images: the dom palm of great height; the fruit; the 
moisture-filled kernels in the fruit; the moisture that re¬ 
freshes the thirsting; the well from which the “right,” the 
“silent” man draws strength and consolation. 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF TRADITION 

The usual and less original texts merely express the de¬ 
pendence of man upon the gods; similarly the “teachings” 
of Amenemope express this thought as follows: 

Verily, man is clay and straw, 

God is his fashioner; 

29 After Erman, Literature, pp. 305 f. 
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He pulls down and builds up each day; 

He makes a thousand dependents at his will 

Or he makes a thousand men into overseers (?). 27 

The significant and (to us) extraordinary fact is this, how¬ 
ever: While in the Old and New Testaments man’s de¬ 
pendence upon God finds a correlate in God’s concern for 
man, the Egyptian gods remain aloof. Their relationship 
to man is indirect. This is true whether we consider the 
Egyptians as members of society or as individuals. The 
actions of the community were guided by the divine king 
with whom alone the other gods communicated. The ac¬ 
tions of individuals lacked divine guidance altogether, as 
far as we know. The gods were known to require, in a gen¬ 
eral way, that man respect Maat. But in this they did 
hardly more than endorse a necessary condition of exist¬ 
ence. There were no specific divine commands which 
gave man directives for the shaping of his actions. We 
have seen that it was “right” to enjoy an inheritance, to 
respect established authority, to maintain the unity of 
“heart and tongue,” conviction and speech. But nowhere 
do we find the gods specifically commanding: “Thou shalt 
do these things”; we do not even find that a rule of con¬ 
duct or a set of teachings” is recommended as inspired 
or approved by a god. The gods were immanent in the 
phenomena and therefore remained impersonal. And so 
the Egyptians present us with one more paradox: living 
under the rule of a god incarnate, they were dependent 
on human wisdom alone for direction in their way of life. 
Here lies the importance of the “teachings” which we have 
quoted. The mature reflection of the sages, the experience 
accumulated through generations, supplied the guidance 
of which men stood in need. 

27 After Griffith, in Journal of Egyptian Archaeology , XII (1926), 221. 
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The wisdom of the “teachings” was rooted, of course, in 
the less articulate convictions of the people; the sayings 
clarified an accepted point of view and illustrated, by tell¬ 
ing similes and examples, what actions and what attitudes 
were in harmony with the created order, were “right” in 
the different situations which could arise in a man’s life. 
That the “teachings” were considered as a thoroughly 
worked-through version of common wisdom is said in the 
“Instructions for King Merikare”: “Truth comes to him 
fully kneaded like the sayings of the ancestors.” 28 The 
“teachings” are, moreover, not the only texts describing the 
Egyptians’ view of what constitutes the right way of life, 
and the nondidactic inscriptions have the same tenor as 
the “teachings.” For instance, the ideal biographies which 
we find in a number of tombs refer in the same general 
way to the divine sanction of the accepted way of life. A 
high official of the Old Kingdom, Pepinaklit, describes him¬ 
self as follows: 

I was one who said that which was good, and repeated that 
which was loved. Never did I say anything evil to a powerful 
one against any people, [for] I desired that it be well with me 
in the great god’s presence . 29 I gave bread to the hungry, and 
clothing to the naked. Never did I judge two brothers in such a 
way that a son was deprived of his paternal possession. I was 
one beloved of his father, praised of his mother, whom his 
brothers and sisters loved . 30 

Here we meet again the appreciation of charity in word 
and deed, and of the sanctity of inheritance which we 

28 Gardiner, in Journal of Egyptian Archaeology, I (1914), 25; Erman, 
Literature, p. 76. 

29 The “gTeat god” is probably the king; if so, Pepinakht’s text shows once 
more that the Egyptian ideal of kingship was effective. The desire to stand 
well with Pharaoh inspired the official to behave well. 

80 Breasted, Ancient Records, I, § 357. 
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have already come to understand (pages 62-65) as a con¬ 
sequence of the Egyptians’ valuation of permanence in all 
conditions. 

Poets living a thousand years after Pepinakht reflect the 
same ideals and the same feeling that the right life re¬ 
ceives an impersonal and indirect sanction from the gods. 
As an example I shall quote a text which is neither didactic 
nor biographical, namely, one of the harpers’ songs recently 
studied and translated by Dr. Miriam Lichtheim. 31 It 
combines an encouragement to enjoy life with a description 
of the man who lives rightly and is therefore predisposed 
to be happy. The song ends as follows: 

Make holiday, verily, verily! 

Put incense and fine oil together beside thee 

And garlands of lotus and rrmt-Roweis upon thy breast. 

The woman whom thou lovest, 

It is she who sits at thy side. 

Thou shouldst not anger thy heart 
Over anything that has happened. 

Put music before thee, 

Do not recall evil, abomination of the god; 

Bethink thee of joys. 

Thou righteous, thou just and true man, 

Calm, friendly, content, relaxed, 

Happy, not speaking evil. 

Give drunkenness to thy heart every day 
Until the day comes in which there is landing! 

The ideal described in the last five lines of this song is 
identical with that which the "teachings” delineate. 

We may now summarize; The Egyptian way of life, 
signposted by the wisdom of the sages, appears as one not 
of struggle but of harmony. Within the all-inclusive unity 

81 Journal of Near Eastern Studies , IV (1945), 201. 
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of nature and society man could move with dignity, safety, 
and happiness. But you will have noticed at the end of 
the harper’s song that a limit was set to joy: “Until the 
day comes in which there is landing.” The reference is to 
the landing of the funeral barge at the west bank of the 
Nile when the dead man is carried to his tomb. We shall 
discuss in the next chapter the attitude of the Egyptians 
towards death. Our quotation shows that they were pre¬ 
pared to remember its inevitability even while in a festive 
mood; in fact, they were deeply preoccupied with the 
thought of death and during their lifetimes spent much 
of their substance on the equipment of their tombs. 

Here it remains for us to consider the attitude of the 
Egyptians under circumstances which made the validity 
of their way of life seem problematical. This happened 
when political catastrophe overtook them and the estab¬ 
lished order, which they regarded as rooted in the order 
of creation, was destroyed. Egypt’s isolated position behind 
desert barriers protected it against foreign interference 
and thus the safety of the state was but rarely endangered. 
But towards the end of the third millennium b.c. the cen¬ 
tral government weakened and disintegrated; local mag¬ 
nates usurped the power which was the prerogative of 
Pharaoh; and Asiatics entered the land. This period of 
disaster, following the first great realization of Egyptian 
statehood in the Pyramid age, made a terrible impression 
upon thinking men. The literary works in which their 
thoughts were expressed show a significant emphasis: the 
presence of the Asiatics, however hurtful to their pride, 
was much less subject to complaint than the demoralization 
and confusion of the country. This was the truly intolerable 
feature of the times which left men shocked and be- 
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wildered. For when an established order possesses moral 
sanction, its overthrow leaves man without certainty or 
direction. The texts, indeed, pile image upon image to 
make it clear that the world is upside down: 

Nay, but gold and lapis lazuli, silver and turquoise ... are 
hung about the necks of slave-girls. But noble ladies walk 
through the land, and mistresses of houses say: “Would that we 
had something we might eat.” 32 

Nay, but the citizens have been placed over the mill-stones. They 
that were clad in fine linen are beaten 



•» 





Nay, but the children of princes, men dash them against walls. 
The children that have been earnestly desired, they are exposed 
upon the desert. Khnum (the god who models man before birth) 
complaineth because of his (useless exertions). 33 

One might like to interpret these texts as expressions of 
regret by the privileged classes that common people now 
assert equal rights. But the texts are quite explicit in de¬ 
scribing the general nature of the catastrophe. Succinctly: 

The country turns round like a potter’s wheel. 34 
As to the poor: 

Nay, but the roads ... are watched. Men sit in the bushes 
until the benighted traveller comes so that they may rob him 
of his load. What is upon him is stolen. He getteth blows of the 
stick to smell and is slain wrongfully 

• • • 

Nay, but men feed on herbs and drink water. No fruit nor herbs 
are longer found for the birds, and the offal is robbed from the 
mouth of the swine. . . . 85 

82 After Erman, Literature, p. 96. 83 Ibid., p. 98. 34 Ibid., p. 95. 

85 Ibid., p. 99. 









86 


THE EGYPTIAN WAY OF LIFE 


In a text which assumes the form of prophecy we read: 

Men shall fashion arrows of copper, that they may beg for bread 
with blood. Men laugh with a laughter of disease. 36 

As a result of these conditions: 

Great and small say: "I wish I were dead!” 37 

Some thoughtful men have described not merely the pre¬ 
vailing anarchy, but their own reaction to it: 

I am meditating upon what has happened, on the things that 
have come to pass throughout the land. Changes take place; it is 
not like last year, and one year is more burdensome than the 
other. The land is in confusion. . . . Maat is cast out and 
iniquity [sits] in the council chamber. The plans of the gods 
are destroyed and their ordinances transgressed. The land is in 
misery, mourning is in every place, towns and villages lament. 38 

In these words we find confirmed what we might have 
expected on the basis of the "teachings”: a collapse of the 
established order would leave the Egyptian totally dis¬ 
orientated. And so we may understand a most remarkable 
composition written in these disturbed times and known 
to us as the "Dialogue of a Man Weary of Life with His 
Soul.” We shall discuss this later (page 142 and following) 
but must here comment on its general trend. The man who 
speaks has the intention of committing suicide, but he does 
not state that he has personally suffered injustice. His com¬ 
plaints concern the destruction of the social order in which 
life has value: 

To whom can I speak today? 

The gentle man has perished, 

The violent man has access to everybody. . . . 

s« Ibid., p. 114. 87 ibid., p. 97. ss ibid., p. 109. 
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To whom can I speak today? 

The iniquity that smites the land 
It has no end. 39 

In contrast with this aspect of society death offers release: 

Death stands before me today 
As a man longs to see his house 
After he has spent many years in captivity. 

When the established order from which the Egyptian way 
of life derived its orientation was destroyed, life became 
meaningless and, therefore, unbearable. 

89 Wilson, in The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient Man, pp. 102-3. 














The Egyptian Hope 


THE PREOCCUPATION WITH DEATH 

One theme has recurred time and again in these chapters: 
the peculiar attitude of the Egyptians towards change. 
They understood the universe as an equilibrium of op¬ 
posites. Change, if it was of a regularly recurring type, like 
the succession of the seasons, was significant because it 
could be considered part of an unchanging scheme. But 
change taking the form of a singular event was considered 
inconsequential, a superficial and passing disturbance of 
the established order. 

Now people who hold these views must be deeply pre¬ 
occupied with the problem of death, for this supreme and 
inevitable change does not fit either Egyptian alternative. It 
is not a recurrent event and yet it is not insignificant. Human 
beings are too thoroughly differentiated for the elimination 
of any individual to appear as part of a series of recurrences. 
The Egyptians saw in this differentiation, this prevalence of 
nontypical features, a disadvantage of humanity as com¬ 
pared with other living beings. The animal world knew 
permanence; the existence of the species was in no way 
affected by the continual replacement of their individual 
members. Royalty was immune from change in a similar 
manner. The throne was always occupied by Horus, son of 
Osiris—from another viewpoint, by the son of Re. We have 
seen in Chapter 2 that written and pictorial documents 
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emphasized the typical in Pharaoh, and his death caused 
no more than a passing agitation, without making any essen¬ 
tial change. Pharaoh, like a large proportion of the animal 
world, shared permanence with the divinely ordered uni¬ 
verse and was truly superhuman. But the death of an or¬ 
dinary mortal made a change for all those who were con¬ 
cerned at all; it was a singular yet significant event, difficult 
to evaluate by Egyptian standards. 

The Egyptians, like the vast majority of men, considered 
death an interruption, not the end, of life—a change in a 
man’s personality, not its annihilation. Their belief in the 
continued existence of the dead is shown in a striking man¬ 
ner by the fact that in certain emergencies they addressed 
letters to dead relatives. 1 In one case a dead mother is asked 
to arbitrate between her sons, one of whom is also dead 
while the other is still alive. Another letter is addressed to a 
man whose widow and small son are beset by grasping rela¬ 
tives, and he is begged to “awake” his ancestors and with 
their help to rescue his family. We may assume that in 
Egypt, as elsewhere, the continued significance of the dead 
in the emotional and intellectual life of their survivors estab¬ 
lished the reality of their afterlife beyond a doubt; their 
appearance in dreams and visions confirmed it. Thus the 
survival of the dead belonged to the data of actual experi¬ 
ence, and the manner of survival became a matter of great 
concern. 

It has become a commonplace to say that the Egyptians 
imagined life after death as a replica of life upon earth. But 
this is only a partial truth and its inadequacy is generally 
obscured by the curious nature of our evidence. By far 

1 Alan II. Gardiner and K. Sethe, Egyptian Letters to the Dead (London, 
1928 ). 
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the largest number of the relevant documents are concerned 
with precautions which the Egyptians took to ensure exist¬ 
ence after death; they tell us little about the nature of that 
existence. Explicit statements about man’s future state do 
not appear before the First Intermediate period; but the 
inscriptions on the coffins of that time are deeply influenced 
by the Pyramid Texts composed for the kings of the Old 
Kingdom, and while we shall presently explain the appear¬ 
ance of royal texts in private tombs, the fact remains that 
we know very little about the original expectations of com¬ 
mon men regarding an afterlife. 

We do possess, however, evidence antedating by more 
than a thousand years the usurped texts. This evidence con¬ 
sists of tombs, of which we have an unbroken series, extend¬ 
ing from prehistoric times—probably from the fifth mil¬ 
lennium b.c. —to the Christian era. In all these tombs the 
bodies, carefully prepared and dressed, are buried with 
their personal ornaments, toilet requisites, sometimes weap¬ 
ons or tools, and always with large numbers of pots and 
dishes containing food and drink. But these supplies do not 
prove that the Egyptians considered life after death a mere 
continuation of life upon earth. They only show that the 
Egyptians could not imagine life, in whatever form, to per¬ 
sist while the requirements of life were superseded. The 
texts confirm the fact that life after death was thought to 
require sustenance in the form in which all life requires it, 
as food and drink. But it is totally unwarranted to conclude 
that this simple idea exhausted the Egyptian’s conception 
of man’s future condition. It is not even correct to assume 
that his supplying funerary provisions carried the material¬ 
istic implications which it inevitably suggests to us. On 
the contrary, the mysterious character of life—namely, that 
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it is sustained by matter, although it is intangible and im¬ 
material in itself—led the Egyptian not to a materialistic 
interpretation of life, but to a spiritual view of food: the 
same word, Ka, which denotes man’s impalpable vital 
force also means, in the plural, his sustenance. In the 
Memphite Theology (page 23 and following, above) the 
account of creation mentions immediately before the estab¬ 
lishment of justice—therefore in a context of the highest 
order—that the Ka’s were created, “they that make all 
sustenance and all food.” The offerings at the tomb are 
specifically made to a man’s Ka, to his vital force. A man 
who died was said “to go to his Ka,” for while it was clear 
that his vitality had left his body, he must needs have re¬ 
joined the life force since he survived. All this evidence 
shows, therefore, that the Egyptians held it necessary to 
sustain a man’s Ka, but also that this was a means to an end 
—survival—not an end in itself. 2 

It is clear that we are still discussing the Egyptians’ pre¬ 
occupation with the possibility and conditions of survival. 
And it may be admitted that many never went beyond 
thoughts of this order. But definite conceptions of man’s 
future state did exist; and we cannot subscribe to the 
prevalent view that on this subject the Egyptians held a 
number of incompatible ideas in a hazy or muddleheaded 
confusion. We have met similar judgments as regards the 
Egyptian gods, the Egyptian myths, and so on. But we 
have found on closer inspection of the evidence that the 
ancients’ adherence to quasi-contradictory opinions was 
not due to any inability on their part to think clearly, but 
to their habit of using several separate avenues of approach 

2 I have discussed the Ka at length in Chapter 5 of Kingship and the Gods 
(Chicago, 1948). 
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to subjects of a problematical nature (see above, page 4 
and following). They did justice to the complexity of 
a problem by allowing a variety of partial solutions, 
each of which was valid for a given approach to the cen¬ 
tral problem. The problem of life and death was con¬ 
sidered in this manner; and we shall follow the Egyp¬ 
tians in discussing, one after the other, their different 
approaches to it. We begin with the attitude of those who 
were primarily concerned with the prerequisites of sur¬ 
vival; to them survival appeared in the first place as life 
in the tomb. 


THE DEAD IN THE TOMBS 

The many-sided character of the Egyptian tomb can best 
be understood if we consider the trends of thought which 
converged on it. When the thought of a man as he was 
in his lifetime prevailed over all others, and the concern 
that he should lack nothing was uppermost in the mind, the 
tomb appeared as his dwelling place. Certain rock-cut 
tombs of the Second Dynasty are adapted to serve as his 
house, even to the extent of being fitted with a toilet. A 
spell in the “Book of the Dead” is entitled “Coming Forth 
by Day,” in an obvious analogy with the habits of the liv¬ 
ing: the night is dangerous and eerie and man, whether 
alive or dead, had best stay at home. Hence a variant of 
the same title: “Coming Forth by Day, Receding by Night 
in Thy Tomb.” 3 This view of a man’s existence after death 
had more than one root. In the first place, a man’s body 
rested in the tomb, and the Egyptians could not abstract 
the survival of man’s immortal parts from the continued 

3 H. Kees, Totenglauben und Jenseitsvorstellungen der alten Agypter 
(Leipzig, 1926), p. 274. 
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existence of his body. In this inability, as in that of imagin¬ 
ing life independent of material sustenance, they showed 
how strongly their minds were orientated towards the con¬ 
crete. So, while they admitted that man suffered physical 
death and nevertheless survived, they could not imagine 
such a survival without a physical substratum. Man with¬ 
out a body seemed incomplete and ineffectual. He required 
his body in perpetuity, as if it were the concrete basis of his 
individuality. Hence the development of mummification 
and the elaborate measures against tomb robbers who 
might be attracted by ornaments and other valuables with 
which the dead were equipped. Hence, also, the marvel¬ 
ous development of Egyptian sculpture; for a statue, prop¬ 
erly identified with the dead man by an inscription and 
magically animated by the “opening of the mouth” cere¬ 
mony, could replace the body if it should be damaged by 
decay or violence. Therefore a man was forever attached 
to his tomb because his survival required preservation of 
his physical form, either as mummy or as statue. This 
attachment in turn strengthened the feeling, natural 
enough to be universal, that at the grave one is close to 
the departed; and this feeling explains also certain features 
of the Egyptian tombs. 

The Egyptians communicated regularly with their dead 
and concretely shared their company. They visited the 
tombs not only to make offerings to the Ka’s, but they 
gathered there on feast days for celebrations, including a 
meal at which the dead were supposed to be present; this 
custom has, in fact, survived in Egypt to this day. And the 
tombs expressed in their architecture the fact that they 
formed a link between the dead and the living. Simple 
brick structures of the First Dynasty (Figure 19) show a 
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small walled-in space against the grave mound; in this en¬ 
closure water jars and food jars were found, the remnants 
either of feasts or of regular offerings. At the same spot two 
holes pierced the brickwork of the tomb, and the dead 
were buried in such a way that they faced these openings. 
Symbolically, at least, these served as channels of com¬ 
munication. The same thought found a more dignified 
architectural expression in later times: a large stone slab 
with a narrow groove in the middle formed the so-called 
“false door” (Figure 21). 4 Behind it, underground, was 
the sarcophagus chamber, where the body rested. In front 
of it was the offering table upon which food and drink 
were deposited. In the wall of the tomb chapel, covered 
with reliefs or paintings, the false door formed the focal 
point of the visitors’ attention: here communication with 
the dead was possible. In the Sixth Dynasty the dead man’s 
statue was sometimes placed in the opening of the false 
door (Figure 22). But the narrow groove of the original 
conception suggests more effectively the nature of contact 
with the unseen which took place here; and this older 
form remained in use even after the Sixth Dynasty. 

In the superstructure of the tomb, passages and rooms 
were covered with reliefs and paintings depicting fishing, 
hunting, harvesting, and the manufacture of untold objects 
of daily use. Life’s necessities were thus at all times avail¬ 
able to the dead man even if the actual offerings at the 
tomb might be forgotten. But the tombs of those who 
could afford it were endowed with lands, serfs, whole 
villages sometimes, which were supposed to supply their 
produce to the dead man in perpetuity. A mortuary priest 

4 Similar usages are widespread in the ancient world. See F. J. Tiitsch, 
“False Doors on Tombs,” in Journal of Hellenic Studies , 63 (1943), 
113-15. 
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recited the daily service, and certain nobles made contracts 
which were engraved in the tomb and which described 
the lands and serfs which they made over to priests, who 
in return obliged themselves and their descendants to per¬ 
form the services of the dead and to supply offerings in 
specified amounts on feast days as well. Poorer people 
were, of course, dependent on their families. In the up¬ 
heaval of the First Intermediate period (pages 84-87 
above), when the transitory character of all earthly insti¬ 
tutions had become painfully evident, the habit of relying 
on descendants and priests weakened and magical safe¬ 
guards began to increase. Instead of (or in addition to) 
reliefs and paintings in accessible rooms of the tomb, 
wooden figures of men and women laboring at their tasks 
were hidden underground. Even the occasional passer-by 
was called upon to supply the dead man’s need if he should 
be neglected by those bound to care for him. We read, for 
instance, the following prayer: 

O ye who live and exist, who love life and hate death, whosoever 
shall pass by this tomb; as ye love life and hate death, so ye shall 
offer to me that which is in your hands. If nought is in your 
hands, ye shall speak thus with your mouth: a thousand of bread 
and beer, of oxen and geese, of alabaster vessels and linen, a 
thousand of all pure things to the revered Enyotef, son of 
Enyotef, son of Khuu. 5 

Summarizing, we may say that the tomb created the 
necessary conditions for life in the hereafter. It was a 
necessity to be buried properly in a well-equipped tomb, 
and this requirement was, for instance, emphasized when 

5 Gardiner, The Attitude of the Ancient Egyptians to Death and the Dead 
(Cambridge, 1935), p. 36. See on these “appels aux vivants” the book by 
Jean Sainte Fare Gamot, L’Appel aux vivants dans les textes fun£raires 
egyptiens, “Recherches d’arcneologie, de philologie et d’histoire,” IX 
(Cairo, Institut Frangais, 1938). 
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King Senusert I recalled Sinuhe from his self-imposed 
exile: 

Come back to Egypt, that thou mayest see the Residence 
wherein thou didst grow up, that thou mayest kiss the earth at 
the Two Great Portals (the palace), and mingle with the 
Chamberlains. 

Even today thou hast begun to be old, thou hast lost thy man¬ 
hood, and hast bethought thee of the day of burial . . . 

A proper Egyptian burial is then described in alluring de¬ 
tail and the letter ends: 

Thus shalt thou not die abroad nor shall the Asiatics bury 
thee. Thou shalt not be placed in a sheep-skin. . . . Wherefore, 
bethink thee of thy corpse and return. 6 

The tomb was the instrument by which was overcome 
the disintegration of a man’s personality as a result of the 
crisis of death. The tomb is a place of transfiguration, sakh, 
a word applied to the funerary rites, which means making 
the dead man an Akh, a transfigured spirit. The tomb 
contained his unchanging physical form, as a mummy and 
in the form of statues; it contained, in reality or in effigy, 
the provisions made for his Ka, his vital force. It offered 
him a basis for his existence after death; but this existence 
went far beyond the confines of his tomb. The conception 
that the dead live in their tombs was only valid in a con¬ 
text of preoccupation with the requirements of survival. 

THE APPEARING DEAD 

The dead man conceived as living an animated existence 
after death was called Ba. We translate that word, uncom¬ 
fortably, with “soul,” but the Ba was not a part of a living 

6 After Adolf Erman, The Literature of the Ancient Egyptians , tr. A. M. 
Blackman (London, 1927), pp. 23-24. 
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person but the whole of a person as he appeals after death. 
The word Ba means “animation, manifestation.” The 
Phoenix is the Ba—the manifestation—of Re. A potent 
amulet may be called the Ba of Shu. The Egyptians, like 
the Greeks, the Babylonians, and many other peoples, saw 
manifestations of the dead in birdlike apparitions, with 
thin piping voices, fluttering through the air near their 
former haunts. In the tomb designs the dead are depicted 
as birds with human heads—possibly a graphic device to 
distinguish them from real birds. They are sometimes sup¬ 
plied with arms, namely, when these are needed by the 
artist to clarify an action—for instance, the scooping of 
water from a pond near the tomb. In the great cosmo¬ 
logical ceiling design in the cenotaph of Seti I at Abydos 
(Figure 10, on the right) a small oval is drawn outside 
the course of the sun along the sky. The oval contains 
three different birds and the text describes them as fol¬ 
lows: 

These birds have faces like men, but their nature is that of 
birds. One of them speaks to the other with words of weeping. 
Now after they come to eat vegetables and green stuff in Egypt, 
they flutter under the rays of heaven and then their shapes be¬ 
come bird-like. 7 

In the design the birds do not have “faces like men”; it 
seems the scribe was under the influence of the hiero¬ 
glyphic script when he wrote this sentence. The “words of 
weeping” may in a similar way have slipped in as a char¬ 
acterization of the dead; for, notwithstanding the hope of 
a blessed hereafter, death was viewed as a calamity (page 
108 below), and there is a common adjuration, “As you 
love life and hate death!” The text referring to the birds 

7 H. Frankfort, The Cenotaph of Seti 1 at Abydos (London, 1933), p- 73. 
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in Figure 10 is also preserved in a papyrus which has 
the variant phrase: “With words of men, in the language 
of men.” 8 In any case, the dead could come to the earth 
and flutter under the rays of the sun in bird shape. But 
they did not lose contact with the tomb where the body 
was preserved. In this respect too they resembled the ap¬ 
paritions of the dead of folklore the world over. Man’s 
complete personality after death consisted of Ba and body; 
the Ba-bird is often shown hovering over the body (Figure 
20), or flying down the tomb shaft to rejoin it (Figure 17). 
In a New Kingdom papyrus occurs the phrase: “May his 
Ba not separate itself from his corpse forever,” 9 and in the 
“Dialogue of a Man Weary of Life” the speaker, on the 
point of committing suicide, attempts to persuade his Ba 
to stay with him in death. Yet it was precisely as Ba that 
man escaped confinement in the tomb. This is shown by 
the text from the cenotaph of Seti I, by the designs, and 
also by certain spells intended to enable a man to assume 
any form he likes. The theme is often elaborated, and 
since the Ba was conceived as a bird, bird shapes are those 
most often named, as in the example I quote below in 
Dr. Gardiners translation. Notice that the first sentence, 
after indicating the purpose of the spell, harks back to the 
interment and continues from there: 

Thou shalt come in and go out, thy heart rejoicing, in the 
favour of the Lord of the Gods, a good burial [being thine] after 
a venerable old age, when age has come, thou assuming thy 
place in the coffin, and joining earth on the high ground of the 
west. 

Thou shalt change into a living Ba and surely he will have 

8 After H. O. Lange and O. Neugebauer, Papyrus Carlsberg , No. 1 (Co¬ 
penhagen, 1940), p. 40. 6 

9 After Kees, Totenglauben, p. 62. 
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power to obtain bread and water and air; and thou shalt take 
shape as a heron or swallow, as a falcon or a bittern, whichever 
thou pleasest. 

Thou shalt cross in the ferryboat and shalt not turn back; thou 
shalt sail on the waters of the flood, and thy life shall start afresh. 
Thy Ba shall not depart from thy corpse and thy Ba shall be¬ 
come divine with the blessed dead. The perfect Ba’s shall speak 
to thee, and thou shalt be an equal amongst them in receiving 
what is given on earth. Thou shalt have power over water, shalt 
inhale air, and shalt be surfeited with the desires of thy heart. 
Thine eyes shall be given to thee so as to see, and thine ears so 
as to hear, thy mouth speaking, and thy feet walking. Thy arms 
and thy shoulders shall move for thee, thy flesh shall be firm, thy 
muscles shall be easy and thou shalt exult in all thy limbs. Thou 
shalt examine thy body and find it whole and sound, no ill what¬ 
ever adhering to thee. Thine own true heart shall be with thee, 
yea, thou shalt have thy former heart. Thou shalt go up to the 
sky, and shalt penetrate the Netherworld in all forms that thou 
likest . 10 

This characteristic and illuminating text shows that the 
thought of the Ba is closely bound to the preoccupation 
with the necessities of the afterlife, with the conditions 
which make possible survival in a satisfactory manner. The 
designs in which the Ba occurs corroborate that statement. 
The thought of survival as Ba and survival in the tomb 
are complementary; at any rate, they are found together 
and evidently occurred to a man when he envisaged his 
own impending death and wished to prepare for it; it 
similarly occurred to the surviving kinsmen responsible for 
the well-being of their relative after his death. The thought 
of the Ba, like the thought of the tomb, lies under the spell 
of preoccupation with the conditions of the afterlife. 

10 Gardiner, The Attitude of the Ancient Egyptians to Death and the Dead , 
pp. 29-30. 
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THE TRANSFIGURED DEAD 

But it is also possible to think about the dead with de¬ 
tachment and without immediate concern. In that case the 
Egyptians, while admitting that the dead were dependent 
on their tombs and were manifest as Ba’s, supplemented 
these beliefs with a conception of wider scope. The dead 
were Akhu, “transfigured spirits.” As such they were never 
depicted for they existed in a sphere well beyond the ken 
of man. The dead became Akhu through the funerary 
ritual, and with reference to their tombs they were called 
“well-equipped transfigured spirits.” But while they were 
manifest upon earth as Ba’s, they were, as Akhu, totally 
withdrawn from contact with humanity. They were seen 
at night as stars in the sky, especially in its northern part. 
For the circumpolar stars which never set were demon¬ 
strably immortal. This notion is old. The word Akh occurs 
in inscriptions of the First Dynasty, and the shafts of the 
tombs of the Old Kingdom are on the north side to en¬ 
able the dead to join their companions, “the venerable 
ones,” clustered around the heavenly pole. In the “Book 
of the Dead” of a later age, the connection between the 
dead and the stars is still known, 11 and the Pyramid Texts 
command categorically: 

Spirit (Akh) to the sky, corpse into the earth ! 12 

It is, then, a mistake to consider the notions of Ba and Akh 
incompatible; the dead could be manifest upon earth as 
Ba’s, but they were Akhu in their own peculiar and exalted 
form of existence. 

11 L. J. Cazemier, Oud-Egyptiese Voorstellingen Aangaande de Ziel 
(Wageningen, 1930), p. 114. 

12 Pyr. 474a. 
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The conception of the dead as Akhu is the vaguest and 
most detached of all, but also that which imparts to them 
the greatest luster. For it incorporates them in the perennial 
cosmic order, it views them as partaking of eternity in the 
revolution of the stars round the pole of heaven. The con¬ 
cept of the Akhu, therefore, foreshadows an answer to 
the question with which this chapter started. We asked 
how the Egyptians, holding that only recurring change is 
significant change, could account for a man’s death, which 
is an event both singular and significant. The conceptions 
of survival in the tomb and of manifestation as Ba do 
not answer that question, but the conception of the Akh 
indicates that the change caused by death translated man 
from the sphere of the insignificant to that of the sig¬ 
nificant, from an ephemeral and singular form of exist¬ 
ence to one which was lasting and changeless. The con¬ 
ceptions of an afterlife in the tomb and as Ba are weighed 
down by care and anxiety; the fear of death, which cannot 
be allayed, finds expression in endless precautions. Even 
as a “transfigured spirit” one had to be well equipped; but 
if that condition was fulfilled, death meant transition from 
the inconsequential existence of the single human being 
to participation in the perennial life of the universe. 

I should not be justified in presenting this synopsis of 
the Egyptians’ most profound conception of death if it were 
based exclusively on our information concerning the Akhu. 
But the same thought has found expression in a great 
variety of ways. In fact, it comes to the fore whenever the 
funerary texts allow anything beyond the bare preoccupa¬ 
tion with the needs of the dead to find expression. I have 
discussed the Akhu and the identification of the dead with 
the stars first of all for three reasons: it expresses the Egyp- 
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tian view in a simple manner; it represents an ancient apd 
general belief; and it lacks the curious twist which related 
doctrines receive as a result of the fact that they were 
originally applicable to Pharaoh alone. 

It is, of course, highly significant that a royal doctrine 
could be applied to ordinary men. This was possible be¬ 
cause a similar conception of life after death determined 
the traits of Pharaohs hereafter and that of commoners. 
The texts obscure rather than emphasize the common ele¬ 
ments. Since Pharaoh was the source of society’s well-being, 
his death and future life possessed a significance far be¬ 
yond that of others. It was the subject of a great deal of 
speculation and gave rise to many beliefs and usages which 
we have studied in detail elsewhere. But in order to recog¬ 
nize in them a trend of thought similar to that which pro¬ 
duced the concept of the Akh, in order to understand that 
royal usages could be adopted by ordinary people, we 
must rapidly survey here the main features of Pharaoh’s 
life after death. 


THE QUASI-ROYAL DEAD 

The death of a king was, in a manner characteristic of the 
Egyptians, glossed over in so far as it meant a change. The 
succession from one king to another was viewed as an un¬ 
changing mythological situation: Horus succeeded Osiris. 13 
Since most kings were succeeded by their sons, actuality 
talked with theology in this respect. It also agreed in the 
fact that the father, Osiris, disappeared definitively from 
the earthly scene. In the myth Osiris, murdered by Seth, 
was revived, but only as a power in the beyond; Horus as- 

13 The complex figure of Osiris has been discussed at length in Chapter 15 
of my Kingship and the Gods. 
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sumed the throne. In actuality this was also seen to be 
true. The new king assumed rule as Horus; his father had 
coalesced at death with Osiris, the forebear and prototype 
of all dead kings. The king, who in fife had mediated be¬ 
tween his people and the powers in nature, merged with 
these powers at his death; his vitality broke forth from 
the earth in which he rested. As Osiris he was alive in the 
growing grain, in the rising waters of the Nile, in the ris¬ 
ing moon. The Memphite Theology, discussing the burial 
of Osiris, bluntly states that he “became earth.” Thus 
Pharaoh survived in the recurring manifestations of chtho- 
nic forces; and when, therefore, the Egyptians held that 
the common dead circled the pole as stars, their concep¬ 
tion of man’s future state did not differ in essentials from 
that which obtained in the case of Pharaoh. 

If a common basis made it possible for beliefs regarding 
the royal hereafter to be applied to ordinary folk, it re¬ 
mains yet to explain why such a transference should actu¬ 
ally have taken place. The explanation lies, once more, in 
the profound upheaval which shook the Egyptian state 
after the Pyramid Age. Throughout the Old Kingdom, when 
royal authority was absolute, it was reasonable to believe 
that the divine king would lead his followers into an or¬ 
derly beyond. But when royalty was swept away in the 
First Intermediate period, there could be no reliance on 
individual kings, either in this life or in the hereafter. The 
ancient figure of Osiris, however, remained unaffected bv 
the turmoil in the state. Established forever in the beyond, 
he became the king of the dead; he was addressed as fol¬ 
lows: 

They are all thine, all those who come to thee. 

Great and small, they belong to thee; 
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tality within the perennial movements of nature; and this 
ideal was of immemorial antiquity in Egypt since it was 
expressed from the earliest times in the wish to become 
Akhu, transfigured spirits, circling as “imperishable stars 
round the pole.” The same ideal found yet another expres¬ 
sion when the dead desired to join the sun in its daily 
journey. This desire is strongly represented in the Pyramid 
Texts of the kings of the Old Kingdom, but in the Coffin 
Texts of the First Intermediate period commoners also 
wish 

to enter and leave by the Eastern Gate of Heaven in the retinue 
of Re. 

Whether the dead man’s aim is the solar circuit, or that of 
the circumpolar stars, or the life of Osiris, the essential 
wish is the same: to be absorbed in the great rhythm of the 
universe. Even in the Pyramid Texts the king joins the sun 
on his downward journey in the West, where he enters 
the nether world and where Osiris is. The following stanza 
of a text too full of theological allusions to be quoted here 
at length renders with its rhythm and repetitions the 
regular, recurring, grandiose movement in which the dead 
king takes part: 

Thou risest and settest, thou goest down with Re, sinking in the 
dusk with Nedy; 

Thou risest and settest, thou risest up with Re, and ascendest 
with the great reed float; 

Thou risest and settest, thou goest down with Nephthys, sinking 
in the dusk with the evening bark of the sun; 

Thou risest and settest; thou risest up with Isis, ascending with 
the morning bark of the sun. 18 

The stanza loses some of its effect when its soothing repe- 
18 Kingship and the Gods, p. 121; Pyr. 207-12. 
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titious movement is not offset by the verses which precede 
it in the original. Notice that, even in this old text, Isis 
and Nephthys, who belong to the cycle of Osiris, take 
part in the sun’s journey, as they do in the paintings of 
the New Kingdom. The antagonism which is claimed to 
have existed between a so-called “religion of Osiris” and 
a “sun-religion” is a modem construction without solid 
foundation in the ancient texts. Underneath the endless 
details of diverging local usages, traditions, and beliefs, 
there is essential unity in the conviction that man can find 
immortality and peace by becoming part of one of the 
perennial cyclic rhythms of nature. Hence the use of the 
phrase “repeating life,” uhm ankh, which is so often found. 
The essential unity of the different images in which life 
after death was comprehended is well expressed in the 
following blessing addressed by a god to a king: 

I grant thee, that thou mayest rise like the sun, rejuvenate thy¬ 
self like the moon, repeat life like the flood of the Nile. 17 

We meet, then, once again a paradox: The Egyptians, 
who conceived the world as static, conceived their future 
condition as perennial movement. But it was the recurring 
movement that was part of the established and unchang¬ 
ing order of the world. 

It is possible to read through countless funerary texts 
without recognizing the idea which we have here formu¬ 
lated. Most of the texts do not rise above the level of 
anxious concern with the fulfillment of the requirements 
of survival. Others express the fear of death in peculiar 
images; for instance, the thought that the sun passes every 
night through the netherworld does not lead to the con- 

17 After A. de Buck, De godsdienstige Beteekenis van de Slaap, “Ex Oriente 
Lux,” Mededeelingen en Verhandelingen No. 4 (Leiden, 1939). 
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elusion that night there must be the equivalent of day 
upon earth. The thought of darkness prevails; the sun is 
thought to give but short joy to the inhabitants, and when 
the iron doors close with a crash behind Re it is said that 
there is general weeping among the dead. Sometimes fear 
destroys faith altogether, especially in texts put in the 
mouth of mourners whose grief overpowers reflection. So 
we read in a song in which a widow bewails the loss of 
her husband: 

How sad is the descent in the Land of Silence. The wakeful 
sleeps, he who did not slumber at night lies still forever. The 
scorners say: The dwelling-place of the inhabitants of the West 
is deep and dark. It has no door, no window, no light to illumi¬ 
nate it, no north wind to refresh the heart. The sun does not rise 
there, but they lie every day in darkness. . . . The guardian has 
been taken away to the Land of Infinity. 

Those who are in the West are cut off, and their existence is 
misery; one is loath to go to join them. One cannot recount one’s 
experiences but one rests in one place of eternity in darkness. 18 

But even if we ignore here such bypaths, even if we dis¬ 
regard all texts which only express anxiety or describe pre¬ 
cautions, we shall never find the plain statement that man 
will find blessedness as an immortal participant in the 
rhythm of natural life. For such a formula possesses a de¬ 
gree of abstraction which is totally unknown to Egyptian 
thought. Nevertheless, it expresses well enough the com¬ 
mon denominator of the various imaginative conceptions 
which alone possessed significance for the Egyptians: join¬ 
ing the sun in his boat, joining the circumpolar stars, re¬ 
juvenation with the moon or with Osiris. If we take these 
images literally they are as inadequate as that of the blessed 

18 After Kees, in Zeitschrift fur aegyptische Sprache, 62 (1927), 73-79. 
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in Paradise playing lutes before the throne of God. We 
must, in either case, grasp the mood, and translate in 
abstract terms the expectation which the images embody. 
In doing so, we destroy the directness and the emotional 
complexity which form the force and beauty—in fact, the 
raison d’etre —of those images. To repeat an example 
given in the first chapter: Where the sunset is inseparable 
from the thought of death, the dawn is a surety of resur¬ 
rection. The relevancy of the natural phenomena to hu¬ 
man problems is a matter of direct experience, not of in¬ 
tellectual argument. It is an intuitive insight, not a theory. 
It induces faith, not knowledge. And this gives us yet 
another reason why the texts seem to ignore the concep¬ 
tion we formulated. The texts have, to a large extent, a 
practical purpose; they are intended to supply the dead 
with knowledge which he may require on his journey; 
they do not express his expectations. 

Nevertheless, it is remarkable that the aim of the jour¬ 
ney, the abode of the dead, is hardly described at all; the 
few phrases speaking of a hereafter containing fields of 
barley with ears five cubits high can be recognized as sec¬ 
ondary, as we shall see. The alternative descriptions of a 
dark and horrible netherworld are figments of fear, not of 
expectation. We do not find in Egyptian texts a descrip¬ 
tion of Elysian fields or even of a Plain of Asphodels, 
neither a Valhalla nor an Island of the Blessed. This ab¬ 
sence of definition of the hereafter is in keeping with the 
conception we have found to underlie the various images 
of life after death: there was no land of the dead to be 
described. The dead lived in the great cosmic circuit of 
sun and stars. They lived in the sky but also below the 
horizon, in the netherworld; they descended in the West 
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and rose in the East. They maintained at the same time 
some connection with their tomb, and through it, with 
life upon earth. But their lasting happiness lay beyond the 
earth and the tomb. 

When it was necessary to refer to the region where the 
dead dwell, and when the words “Heaven” or “Nether¬ 
world” were avoided, the term used is “Reed Field” or 
Field of Rushes.” An alternative name (even by the Fifth 
Dynasty in a private tomb) is “Field of Offerings.” This 
name seems odd for a place of lasting life, but it merely 
indicates that one must be “well equipped” to survfre at 
all. It also shows, once again, that the ideas we discussed 
in connection with the tomb were not considered incom¬ 
patible with the conception that immortality was found 
in the “harmony of the spheres.” The more usual name, 
Field of Rushes,” has a curiously ancient and primitive 
ring. It ignores the agricultural life which was character¬ 
istic of Egypt in historical times—let alone the city life 
which was so important in the New Kingdom. It refers 
to the primeval scenery of the Nile Valley which was in¬ 
dependent of the labor of man and which played a pre¬ 
dominant part in the religious imagination of the Egyp¬ 
tians (page 154 below). It is appropriate to recall here 
that the great mother-goddess Hathor, who is known even 
on a predynastic slate palette, was not merely imagined 
in the form of a cow, but in the primitive form of a wild 
cow, living in the papyrus marshes and appearing to the 
faithful when she parted the stalks with her head (Figure 
25). It is, then, perfectly clear that the conception of a 
“Field of Rushes” as the land of the dead belongs to the 
oldest stratum in Egyptian religion. In contrast there¬ 
with the artificial nature of the following picture is evi- 
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dent: on a coffin from Assiut we find a description of the 
Field of Rushes, in one of the common texts by means 
of which the dead man may gain favored treatment from 
the powers of the Hereafter by knowledge of their secrets: 

I know the Field of Rushes; its enclosure wall is made of metal; 
the height of its Lower Egyptain corn is four cubits, one cubit 
the ear and three cubits the stem. . . . The East dwellers 
harvest there, each nine cubits tall. . . . 19 

The total discrepancy between this Gargantuan harvest 
and the name of the place, “Field of Rushes,” shows it up 
for one of those pieces of verbiage with which the fu¬ 
nerary texts pad out ideas incapable of meaningful elab¬ 
oration. This text survives in the “Book of the Dead” and 
it even inspired tomb paintings in the Nineteenth and 
Twentieth dynasties. It is more instructive to return to 
the original idea, the Field of Rushes. It is a place one 
passes through, and it really stands for the dynamic Here¬ 
after which we have described. This is stated in the Pyra¬ 
mid Texts, for instance: 

Heaven was pregnant of thee, together with Orion; 

The morning bore thee together with Orion. 

[Since he] lives who lives by order of the gods. 

Thou shalt live. 

Thou risest with Orion in the eastern part of Heaven; 

Thou settest with Orion in the western part of Heaven. 

The third of you (that is, your companion) is the Dog Star, of 
the pure places, 

It is she who will guide you on the beautiful roads 
Which are in Heaven, in the Field of Rushes. 20 

This text (and it does not stand alone) 21 leaves no doubt 
as to the context and meaning of the Field of Rushes. In 

19 After Kees, “Aegypten,” in Religionsgeschiclitliches Lesebuch , p. 52 
(Book of the Dead, Ch. 109). 

20 Pyr. 821-22. 21 For example, Pyr. 2062. 
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the Coffin Texts a vulgarized rendering of the same con- 
ception occurs: 

I pass through Heaven, I walk upon Nut; 

My mansion is in the Field of Rushes, 

My riches are in the Field of Offerings . 22 

One may hazard a guess as to the association of ideas 
which made the “Field of Rushes” appear to be an ap¬ 
propriate name for the dynamic Hereafter of the Egyp¬ 
tians. The main impulse which leads man to depict to 
himself his future state is fear. The conviction that man 
survives death does not diminish the fear of death; both 
were primary data of experience to the Egyptian but 
when he came to depict survival, in words or images, fear 
generally prevailed. The same is true almost everywhere, 
and the fear of death habitually finds expression in imag¬ 
ined obstacles on the road towards blessedness. For in¬ 
stance, there is an almost world-wide belief that the dead 
have to cross water. In Egypt this is one of the common¬ 
est themes. The names of the obstacles are illuminating- 
the Winding Lake, the Lake of the Thousand Water Birds 
and the Lake of the Jackal-but also the Lake of Rushes and 
the Lake of Dawn. The Field of Rushes is an obvious 
part of this scenery (Figure 24); one either crosses it on 
the way to the water or one lands in the “field” after 
crossing. Hence the Field of Rushes appears as the place 
one passes through on the “right way,” the way of the 
cosmic circuit, in the following Pyramid Text: 

Pepi has come that he may purify himself in the Field of Rushes- 
He descends to the Field of Kenset ; 23 

22 After Kees, Totenglauhen, p. 289. 

23 This name of the field refers to the "source” of the Nile in the whirl 
pools of the First Cataract where the water just emerging from Nun the 
primeval ocean still existing below the earth, was the purest N * 


I 


THE EGYPTIAN HOPE 113 

The followers of Horns purify Pepi, 

They bathe him, they dry him. 

They recite for him the Spell of the Right Way; 

They recite for him the Spell of Ascent. 

Pepi ascends to Heaven. 

He embarks in the boat of Re. 

Pepi commands for him (Re) the gods who row him. 

All the gods are jubilant at the approach of Pepi 
As they are jubilant at the approach of Re, 

When he emerges at the eastern side of Heaven, 

In peace, in peace. 

The Field of Rushes is the natural imaginative com¬ 
plement to the watery obstacle which the dead man has 
to cross. In this quotation it is a place of purification from 
which he ascends to Heaven. In the preceding quotation, 
also from the Pyramid Texts (page 111), the Field of 
Rushes was identical with Heaven, the place of the “beau¬ 
tiful roads” upon which the dead king would go with 
Orion, guided by the Dog Star. The Field of Rushes does 
not, then, possess any particular location; it may be in¬ 
voked as the place where the dead are in connection with 
any part of the solar and astral circuit which happens to 
be discussed. It would seem, perhaps, that so concrete a 
term as the “Field of Rushes” cannot possibly designate 
the circuit. But our last quotation illustrates very clearly 
the associative origin of such images; as soon as the dead 
king’s ascent to Heaven is mentioned, the thought of the 
sun-boat which daily crosses the sky arises; and the image 
of the boat, in its turn, calls up that of its crew of rowers; 
next. King Pepi is given his place within the detailed pic¬ 
ture as foreman of the crew. We seem far removed from 
the basic thought that immortality is found when man 
merges in the life of nature. But the text has merely in- 
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sisted on its theme, and since the Egyptian mind always 
tends towards the concrete, its insistence leads to the 
elaboration of a concrete image which strikes us as dis- 
acting. But the hymn returns to the main theme in the 
concluding lines, when it says that the gods jubilate at 
Pe pi s appearance as they jubilate when Re appears at the 
eastern horizon. Since comparisons possess for the mytho- 
poeic mmd the force of identifications, the concluding lines 
amount to a different form of the statement that Pepi has 
joined the sun’s circuit, which was also implied by the 
image of the sun-boat and crew. The Field of Rushes is, 
in a similar way, a product of association, which starts with 

the Lake of Rushes as the oldest known expanse of water 
m Egypt. 

If the thought prevails that the dead man joins the sun 
the watery obstacle becomes the Lake of Dawn from 
which the sun rises. But the water from which the sun 
rises up is also Nun, the primeval ocean, from which he 
rose on the day of creation and which since then has sur¬ 
rounded and supported the earth created in its midst. 
This was a logical thought, since the primeval ocean pos¬ 
sessed an immense potential of life, and the water upon 
which the life of Egypt depended was tapped, as subsoil 
water, m wells; or it rose from below the earth in the eddies 
and whirlpools of the First Cataract, where the Nile and 
the inundation were thought to originate. The water to 
be crossed can therefore be conceived as the primeval 
ocean, and the aim is the Isle of Flame where the sun 
rose at the creation of the world. Hence the following odd 
text, on a papyrus of the First Intermediate period: 

These transfiguration-spells which are to be performed for the 
well-equipped and justified X (name of the deceased), who is 
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in his tomb, are intended to enable him to establish his house¬ 
hold on the Isle of Flames. 24 

If one has to cross the primeval waters in death, and these 
are below the earth, too, there is no inconsistency if one 
is supposed to descend into one’s tomb in order to cross 
these waters in the netherworld. The sun too descends 
at dusk and passes the netherworld before ascending at 
dawn. The whole cosmic circuit, over the earth and under 
the earth, is, if you like, “the land of the dead.” Descend¬ 
ing into the grave one joins the sun in his nightly course; 
the tomb is an essential part of the circuit. During the 
funerary procession the crossing of the Nile is performed, 25 
an act of sympathetic magic intended to support the dead 
man’s effort. A text explaining a boat journey depicted 
in an Old Kingdom tomb mentions a Delta city as the 
starting point and the Field of Rushes as the aim of the 
journey: “Coming from Buto and sailing to the Field of 
Offerings.” 26 Man’s journey to the tomb merges without 
a break into the path on which sun and stars move peren¬ 
nially, the “beautiful roads upon which walk the venerated 
dead.” The quasi-rational suggestion that these roads, also 
called “the roads of the West,” are merely the roads from 
a man’s house to his tomb, is absurd. We have seen that 
they are, among other things, roads in Heaven (page 111). 
The references to these roads come mostly from Old 
Kingdom tombs, but even in the Eighteenth Dynasty we 
find texts like the following as the legend to a picture 
showing the funerary procession: 

Making a goodly burial for . . . Amenemhet . . . causing the 
god (that is, the dead man) to ascend unto his horizon, conduct- 

24 After Kees, Totenglauben, p. 335. 

25 Wilson, in Journal of Near Eastern Studies , III (1944), 201-18. 

26 After Hermann Junker, Ciza, II (Vienna and Leipzig, 1934), 67. 
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fcnauJd'Sf! of the Necropolis in peace, in peace, beside 
the fFi!wn?, g . lr ‘ peace to the st r. the horizon to 

UnderworH ,o ,h *-«» 

Here, then, the circuit is still mentioned, with its main 
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Rushes, and the netherworld. The consistency and also 

the lasting significance of this conception of life after death 

cannot be doubted. But we must be prepared to find it 

overgrown, and often enough obliterated, by thoughts 

which the never-allayed fear of death called forth. For 

outlet 6 in °P preSS6S f man without respite, and he finds an 
outlet m the creation of images which may be horrible 
ut which have at least, the advantage of being definite 
oreover they do not depict a lasting state of wretched¬ 
ness but dangers and obstacles which may be overcome. 
However, since the fear of death remains, the obstacles 
show a tendency to multiply themselves. If there is water 
to cross, there must be a ferryman. If one imagines a closed 
Hereafter there must be a gate with a porter. But the 
ferryman or the porter may be a bully, or may insist on 
payment, or on a password, and so on. One arms oneself 
as best one can with magical spells; one pretends to be an 
important person, for whom the gods are waiting; or one 
pretends that one is a god oneself. So one says to the porter 

appeal ^ ° r thG CerbemS in Whatever 4e he 

Thou uncircumcised one, leave the road free fnr t ^ 
Great Male looking for the Great fZ^IZ Zll tol^k 
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for that lock of Re-Atum which was taken away on that day of 
rebellion. 

Or another one: 

X has come to you pure as Khnumis (a decan star), free of bad 
defects. X has come to you that you should open for him, Porter; 
that you should unlock for him. Great Bolt! Let this Osiris-X see 
Re in his form, so that he may hear what X has to say to him; 
and bring Thoth on the job and Seshat on the job, so that they 
can give him that document and that knowledge and that trans¬ 
figuration of the Island of Flames. X has power over them, so 
that he can see those who are there among the honored 
ones. 28 

There is no end to spells of this type; fear and precaution 
combine in a chain reaction in which each newly formed 
security disintegrates by the apprehension of a new danger. 
The Coffin Texts and the “Book of the Dead,” the “Book 
of Gates” and, in fact, the whole funerary literature of 
Egypt, is a literature of the fear of death. One of the 
imagined dangers is a judgment in the hereafter. 

We must distinguish the ancient texts in which evildoers 
are warned that they will be called to judgment before the 
Great God (page 95) from the judgment of the late 
funerary papyri. The old inscriptions are in keeping with 
the general conviction that the gods insist upon Maat— 
order, justice, truth—and that those who move against it 
are doomed. The same feeling finds expression in the let¬ 
ters addressed to the dead, to which we have referred 
(page 89). Whether the Great God of the Old Kingdom 
inscriptions represents the king. Re, or Osiris, is imma¬ 
terial. All of these vindicated Maat. But just because the 
Egyptians believed justice and truth to be part of the cos- 


28 After Kees, Totenglauben, p. 276. 
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sidered on a par with the serious preoccupations with 
righteousness which we discussed in the preceding chap¬ 
ter. I merely mention the judgment here because many 
scholars, in their anxiety to make the ancient Egyptian 
appear like one of us, have laid great stress on this “judg¬ 
ment of the dead” as evidence of his advanced ethical 
standards. As we have seen, the Egyptians were firmly 
convinced that one should five according to common hu¬ 
man decency, and that those acts which we too call evil 
lead to disaster. But his fear of the forty-two judges of the 
netherworld is in line with his fear that he might forget 
his name or that he might have to walk upside down, or 
to eat dirt, or, for that matter, be forced to work. I men¬ 
tion this last fear because in all public and private col¬ 
lections of Egyptian antiquities you will find Ushebtis, 
little mummy-shaped figurines, generally holding a hoe, 
which were compelled by the spell written upon them to 
answer a possible call for labor on behalf of the dead man 
who had bought them: 

O thou, Ushebti, if Osiris-X is assigned to do any work that is 
done in the other world ... to cultivate the fields, to irrigate 
the banks, to transport sand of the East and of the West,—“Lo, 
here I am! ” shalt thou say. 30 

The anxiety of the Egyptian in the face of death gives 
a rather striking foil to the serenity of his positive beliefs 
in a future life. The conflict between these two moods 
is expressed in a dialogue between Atum, the creator, and 
Osiris. I can only quote the beginning because the text is, 
as usual, full of theological allusions which would require 
long comments to be understandable. Osiris clearly rep- 

80 T. George Allen, Handbook of the Egyptian Collections in the Art Insti¬ 
tute of Chicago (Chicago, 1920), p. 62. 
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resents the ordinary man, contemplating with fear the 
prospects of his future life; Atum explains the cosmic 
order of his own creation in which death has its appointed 

°r ““t° Atun1 ’ what does mean that I must go into the 
no water> “ h “ s no alr ' “ is ver > ** 

(Atum:) You will live there without care. 

(Osiris:) But one cannot find there the satisfaction of love. 

Atum said: I have put there transfiguration in the place of water, 
beei-"i Satlsfach0n; and car efreeness in the place of bread and 

The identification with Osiris had, then, gone so far that 
he is made to voice man’s fears. Atum propounds the view 
that immortality is transfiguration to a participation in the 
life of his cosmos which even dispenses with the require¬ 
ments of sustenance. Our text is exceptional in this as in 
other respects. And it is understandable that the ordinary 
man, absorbed by the struggle for existence in his lifetime, 

1 " ot thlnk much beyond the measures of precaution 
which usage indicated as desirable in case of his death. 

It is this limited, worried point of view which prevails in 
so many texts; and it is this point of view which appears 
as a mechanical projection of ordinary life into the beyond 
And so we read in the “Book of the Dead"** that the 
dead man “enters and leaves the Netherworld and lives 
m the Field of Rushes, the wide windy place. He is power¬ 
ful there and transfigured, he ploughs there and harvests 

F " Ae ?yP ten -” , in R elig'onsgeschichtliches Lesebuch p 27 - 
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there and drinks there and loves there and does every¬ 
thing he had done upon earth.” And in a Coffin Text there 
is a spell which grandiloquently identifies a dead man 
with “the son of Atum, the comrade of Truth,” but which 
has the simple and attractive superscription: “[Spell] to 
build a house for a man in the Land of the Dead, to cul¬ 
tivate the fields, and to plant fruit trees.” 33 

It is no wonder that those who approach Egyptian re¬ 
ligion from such adaptations, and take their stand on texts 
written for the least thoughtful section of the population, 
reach the conclusion that the Egyptian beliefs concerning 
afterlife do not make sense. But they act like a man who 
would gauge our present knowledge of the stars by study¬ 
ing horoscopes in the newspapers. The view which we 
have described in this chapter stands at the opposite end 
of the scale; in fact, the belief that immortality is found 
in sharing the perennial movements of nature may seem 
to us too vague and too unrelated to the actual problems 
of human life to qualify as a basic faith. But we must re¬ 
member two circumstances in this connection. 

The Egyptians lived in very close contact with nature 
and found (as we have seen) in the recurring events of 
the farmer’s year experiences pregnant with meaning be¬ 
yond the sphere of usefulness. We must allow for their 
deep emotional involvement in such natural phenomena 
as the sun’s course or the rise and fall of the Nile. In the 
second place, the one-sidedness of any belief could find 
a corrective in other views held simultaneously. We have 
repeatedly referred to this “multiplicity of approaches” 
and it is relevant now when yet another attitude of the 
Egyptians towards death is to be indicated. I ignored this 

83 After Kees, Totenglatiben, pp. 283-84. 
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bay, but a tribute paid to the phenomena of life which, pictured 
in a funerary setting, became unassailable even by death. 

All attempts to make the strangeness of this very mature art 
less alien by “reading” it like a trivial story are attempts to rob it 
of its dignity and its truly religious character. And this is all the 
more deplorable because the paradox of the oneness of life and 
death is balanced on a knife’s edge between childish wish- 
bound thought and profound resignation, between the hope that 
life’s pleasures might last and the recognition that life is eternal 
only through death. 




















































5 


Change and Permanence 
m Literature and Art 


Thp °* STA ° les t ° °»» TOKE..STAND.NG 

chap^giyest hTmeT' We haVe met ta (hese 

»*0:2^7;:“: trr t? sepa - 

viewed their state n h r ju , W found that the y 

tag.anabslL aXuas ^ X ° f ° f ^ 

documents do not enable nsT P m0narch - 7* their 
as a distinct personality Th rec °p uz e a single Pharaoh 

we must deal „ ow TqXXbaffiX ex P ression w «h which 

x r rc p™ d -^t b :!:,?biTi o 0 rhe EOT - 

pies lives with obvious relish vet it diff ■ . pe °‘ 

derings consistently from direct vie ff , ated lts ren ’ 

Egyptian literature royalty phvs an alt ^ PreSS, '° nS - In 

ant part; even the popular tall i t0g ® ther P re P°nder- 
matter; yet the e D l 1 l t * f ° r their ™bject 

royal deeds, was pmitically uXown'in 1^,“^"'“ 
invented many of the ^rm^of expressioi^whidr^enMhmd 




LITERATURE AND ART 


125 



significant forever afterwards, yet they rarely realized the 
potentialities which their discoveries have since appeared 
to possess. 

We have seen in the preceding chapters that si milar 
paradoxes are dissolved by a more penetrating study of 
the evidence. Once they have put us on our guard, once 
we remember that we can take nothing for granted and 

that conceptions which are familiar—or even axiomatic_ 

to us, may be irrelevant to ancient culture, it becomes clear 
that the paradoxes are founded on a discrepancy between 
our own outlook and the views and intentions of the an¬ 
cients. We must ask, therefore, whether this is also true in 
the case of literary and artistic expression, and whether 
the peculiar attitude of mind of the Egyptians, which we 
recognized in studying their gods, their state, their way of 
life, and their views of immortality, can also be recognized 
in what they left us when we consider those documents as 
vehicles of artistic expression. 

We shall start by considering Egyptian literature and we 
exclude, of course, all texts which are merely informative. 
For we have to deal, in Webster’s words, with “writings 
distinguished by artistic form or emotional appeal.” But 
we are severely handicapped by the system of writing 
which the Egyptians invented. They did not write vowels 
but only the consonantal skeletons of words. Learned re¬ 
search has been able to reconstruct to some extent the vo¬ 
calization and accentuation of Egyptian, but for our pur¬ 
pose the language in its physical reality of sound and 
rhythm is lost. And without these musical elements a judg¬ 
ment of literary achievement would seem impossible. This 
is certainly true as regards lyric poetry. The love songs, 
work songs, and other short pieces which have been pre- 
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contents. The episodes follow one another without ele¬ 
gance: then . . . and then . . . and then”! The contents 
are adapted to the story-teller’s necessity of retaining the at¬ 
tention of his audience in the market place. The story is 
therefore often interrupted by some marvelous detail. For 
instance, a tale mentioning the sun-god digresses as fol¬ 
lows: “His Majesty (namely, the god Re) had become old, 
and his bones were of silver, his flesh of gold, his hair of 
true lapis lazuli.” This digression has a recognizable theo¬ 
logical starting point; gold, the untamishing metal, is 
called “the flesh of the gods,” but the rest seems to aim at 
calling forth those soft exclamations of delight by which 
even today the public rewards a successful story-teller in 
the East. 

The quotation also shows that the gods are humanized 
as much as possible in these myths, a treatment which 
must of necessity exceed the bonds of accepted theology, 
as it was described in our first chapter. In the myths as 
told, the interest does not center on the gods’ manifesta¬ 
tions as natural powers but on such characteristics and 
actions as can be understood in human terms. The sun- 
god has become old and wants to withdraw from his 
troublesome human subjects. Or he asks a lion-goddess 
to destroy them but regrets it when she proves really 
efficient; so he orders seven thousand jars of beer to be 
stained red, and when poured out at dawn, “the fields 
were covered four hands deep through the power of the 
majesty of this god. In the morning the goddess came and 
found the place flooded. Her face looked handsome in it 
(the red liquid). So she drank and she liked it; she got 
drunk and did not recognize the people.” 
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other documents which antedate the papyrus by several 
centuries. The story-teller’s repertoire was no less tradi¬ 
tional than that of the priestly scribe with this difference 
(to judge by modern analogies): that the folk-tale tradi¬ 
tion was an oral one. But if the details were frequently 
elaborated beyond the teachings of orthodoxy, the main 
features were not tampered with. It is characteristic, for 
instance, that at the end of the ’ Contendings” Seth is not 
destroyed. His bonds are removed and he is allowed to 
be with the sun-god in the sky where he can thunder— 
“and people will be afraid of him,” adds the papyrus. This 
addition is typical of the folk tale; in the official texts Seth 
is indeed manifest in storms, but in the tale where he 
appears as the villain, the noisy display of power is granted 
him as a sop to save his self-esteem and to make him abide 
by the decision of the court that Horus shall succeed Osiris. 
The subtle teaching that opposing forces were in equilib¬ 
rium in the universe could not be conveyed in a popular 
story, but the tenor of the tale is in keeping with the official 
doctrine that Horus and Seth are “reconciled.” 

The folk tales stand outside literature in the sense of 
belles-lettres, but their existence made it possible for the 
poets to allude freely to mythological events. The inter¬ 
esting point lies in the manner in which the poets did it. 
To appreciate this I shall summarize a part of the Osiris 
myth as related, with greater detail than I can give here, 
by Plutarch. Seth had murdered Osiris and thrown his 
coffined body into the Nile. Isis mourned and went from 
place to place to recover it. She found it, partly revived 
Osiris, and conceived Horus, whom she brought up in the 
marshes until he was strong enough to press his claims. 

In Pharaonic times we find the fullest reference to this 

























ta “ ^ K “ gd0m h >™ to Osiris.* It 
starts in the usual manner: 

Praise to thee, Osiris! Thou Lord of Eternity, 
and then continues with a series of incantations: 

He that went to rest in Herakleopolis 

He whose name endureth in the mouth of men 

He that established Maat throughout the land 

wat tul inT^ ° f Str ° P ! ,eS “ addresses Isis to ■ similar 

0 l o s ®“‘ 8 S ° " eV ° keS W after the death 
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She that afforded him shade with her feathers W -u v. 

brXrTo a knd air ' ^ ** *** abud f ° r ** an ’ d br oughJ her 
She that revived the faintness of the Wearv On P tUn i, • 

The hy mn then continues to describe in the same manner 
with apostrophes. Horus' vindication by the gods- and it 
ends with congratulatory praise of Osiris, ft therefore 
covers the whole section of the myth which I have sum 
manzed on the basis of Plutarch’s account, and also the 
episode elaborated with such broad humor in the Papyrus 
Chester Beatty No. 1. Bu, the hymn avoids through™ 
ihe narrative form. There is no story, „„ progressi f n “ f ‘ 
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LITERATURE AND ART 


131 


events, but simply a series of invocations, which one may 
view as varying approaches to the unique theme, the glori¬ 
fication of Osiris, Isis, and Horus. Each detail of the story 
supplies a starting point for fresh praise: “Beneficent Isis, 
that protected her brother . . . She that afforded him 
shade . . . She that revived his faintness . . There is 
not even a proper order of the episodes. In the first strophe 
Isis finds Osiris, yet in the second strophe she is once 
more presented at this turning point in her quest, for she 
is said to have “cried aloud and brought him to land.” 
Every feature of the treatment shows that the poet found 
no inspiration at all in the actual course of events; the 
story as such meant nothing to him. He was, on the other 
hand, moved to poetry when he considered the unchang¬ 
ing relation between worshiper and god; he expressed him¬ 
self in the static form of the hymn of praise; in other words, 
he expressed an unchanging, always significant, attitude. 

The best proof that this anti-epical attitude towards 
mythological subjects was typical of Egyptian literature is 
the absence of a coherent account of creation. This is truly 
astonishing, for creation was, as we have seen, tire only 
nonrecurrent event which the Egyptians acknowledged as 
significant (pages 20 and following; 50 and following). 
It had, in fact, made the difference between the nothing¬ 
ness of chaos and the fullness of existence in a divinely 
ordered cosmos. But the Egyptians were so little prepared 
to dwell on any change, that they did not even describe 
in orderly and continuous fashion the supreme change 
which took place at what they called “the first time.” We 
are obliged to reconstruct the creation story from allu¬ 
sions which are frequent and from certain learned com¬ 
mentaries, of which we quoted one before (page 52). And 
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Nephthys wounds him; 

Thoth puts him to the sword and destroys him. 

How beautiful is Re in his boat. . . . 

Apophis fell before him, 

His followers rejoice. 3 

Compared with others which have been preserved, this 
description is exceptionally lively and detailed. Another 
example may be taken from a papyrus which contains a 
text to be recited at the temple service: 

Thou risest, thou risest brilliantly; 

Thou art victorious over thy enemies; 

Thou causest the day-boat to sail past 

And repellest the dragon of the storm at nighttime; 

He cannot approach at the decisive moment; 

Thou hast destroyed the power of the enemies; 

The antagonists of Re are overthrown by the flame of terror. 4 

And so the hymn continues. It would be impossible to 
treat a victory less as an achievement and more as a fore¬ 
gone conclusion. The thought that risks were entailed, that 
an issue was at stake, is never allowed to arise. From 
the first the tone is set; there is nowhere epic grandeur; 
there is throughout a static splendor. 

The absence of a progression of events in Egyptian 
poetry does not mean that it is monotonous or ineffective, 
but only that certain subjects which we consider suitable 
for poetic treatment did not inspire the Egyptians. In the 
preceding chapters we have quoted some remarkable 
passages. I shall add here three from the sphere of religious 
poetry. 

The dead king Teti, alone in the darkness of the nether¬ 
world, appeals to his father, the sun-god Atum, who passes 

3 After Alexander Scharff, Aegyptische Sonnenlicder (Berlin, 1922), p. 33. 

4 Ibid., p. 81. 
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nightly through the land of the dead Teti 
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Father of Teti! Father of Teti in the darkness! 

Father of Teti! Alum in the darkness! 

Do fetch Teti to thy side! 

He will light the lamp for thee; 

He will protect thee, as Nun protected 
1 hose four goddesses on that day 
That they protected the throne. 5 

We quoted in the last chapter a text in which the dead 

106 S ) T deSC , ribed as risi "g and setting with Alum (page 
106). Sun and stars are described as being borne bv the 
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Great One who became Heaven, 

Thou didst assume power, thou didst stir, 

Thou hast filled all places with thy beauty. 

The whole earth lies beneath thee. 7 
Thou hast taken possession of it 

Thou encloses! the earth and all things [„ p „„ „] in „ ms 

And then follows the prayer for the sake of which all this 
has been said: since Nut encloses all things in her arms 
she also holds the dead king. Hence: 

AsTn imn° U £V hiS k ' ng Pepi int0 th y gel{ 

AS an imperishable star. 6 
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Flies who flies! He flies away from you, O menl 
He is no longer upon earth, he is in the sky! 

He rushes at the sky like a heron; 

He has kissed the sky like a falcon; 

He has leapt skyward like a grasshopper. 7 

All three quotations are from the Pyramid Texts and all 
three deal with the ascent of the dead king to heaven. I 
have chosen the examples within so narrow a range to 
emphasize the variety and force which Egyptian poetry 
sometimes possesses. Similar contrasts could be found in 
other periods and in connection with other subjects. The 
later hymns, and not only Akhenaten’s famous sun-hymn, 
are quite often on a level with these older poems. 

THE ABSENCE OF DRAMA 

We cannot leave the field of religious poetry without men¬ 
tioning drama. But it will be clear from what we have 
said already that in Egypt the conditions for its develop¬ 
ment were unfavorable. For in drama language is in¬ 
tegrated with action and a change is shown to be a con¬ 
sequence of that action. Now it is true that within the 
Egyptian ritual the gods were sometimes represented by 
actors. An embalming priest wearing a jackal mask im¬ 
personated Anubis. In some texts the gods appear speaking 
and acting. The best preserved of these texts is the “Mys¬ 
tery Play of the Succession,” which was performed when 
a new king came to the throne. 8 

But texts of this type do not represent a new art form; 
they are simply the “books” of rituals. They have been 

7 After Erman, Literature , p. 2. 

8 K. Sethe, Dramatische Texte zu altaegyptischen Mysterienspielen (Leip¬ 
zig, 1928), discussed in my Kingship and the Gods (Chicago, 1948), 
Ch. 11. 
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called dramatic texts; they certainly are not drama. For 
their purpose is to translate actuality into the unchang¬ 
ing form of myth; for instance, when the death of a king 
causes a change in the person of the ruler, this historical 
event is presented in the ritual performance of the succes¬ 
sion play as the perennial truth that Horus succeeds Osiris. 

G . , S *PP ear and s P ea k once more the words they 
spoke the first time.” Thus the unavoidable change which 
takes place in the state is equated with the archetypal 
relationship between Osiris and his son and successor. The 
mythological situation is activated by the appearance of 
e go s who enunciate the traditional phrases. Hence 
that same tendency which led to a performance in which 
the gods appeared, and which thus received a semblance 
of drama ran counter to the spirit of drama. For we do 
not find the representation of a change; on the contrary 
a change which has taken place is reduced to a reaffirma¬ 
tion of an unchanging truth. If we judge, therefore, that 
the potentialities of the dramatic form which the Egyp¬ 
tians invented were not realized by them, we must also 
remember that they would not have valued its realiza¬ 
tion, since it would have meant making change the sub¬ 
ject of art. 

narrative versus poetic style 
The same reason which prevented the development of the 
drama and the epic myth explains the absence of the secu¬ 
lar epic, the poem celebrating heroic deeds. 9 The Egyp- 


w/ra R ’ . r T r f> f nctJ y an epic, since the narrative is carried 
forward by prose in which the speeches, as poems, are embedded In anv 
case this composition is as much at variance with Egyptian hteraVusa^e 
are the reliefs depicting that battle, which represent a break with the 
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tian attitude towards such achievements as other peoples 
celebrated in epics can be well studied in the inscrip¬ 
tions of Tuthmosis III, a great soldier-king. He wished 
to place a record of his truly remarkable Syrian conquests 
in the Amon temple at Thebes. The form of this record is 
brutally matter-of-fact: mere excerpts from the diaries 
of the campaigns such as the following: 

Year 23, first month of the third season ... on the sixteenth 
day he arrived at the city of Yehem. . . . 10 

Another entry, a little more explicit, runs as follows: 

Behold, the cultivable land was divided into fields, which the 
inspectors of the royal house (Life! Prosperity! Health!) calcu¬ 
lated, in order to reap their harvest. Statement of the harvest 
which was brought to his majesty from the fields of Megiddo 
. •• . 208,200 . . . fourfold heket measures of grain, besides 
that which was cut as forage by the army of his majesty . . . * 11 

This is not merely prose, but the least artful form of prose. 
It is true that on closer inspection certain features of the 
annals are not a straight account of what happened but 
are remodeled according to the traditional view Egyp¬ 
tians took of the king; for instance, before entering a nar¬ 
row pass there is a council of war; the generals hesitate 
to follow the impetuous decision of the king to send the 
army through, but Tuthmosis overrules them and is vic¬ 
torious. This has been proved to be an established literary 
convention in connection with Pharaoh. 12 But its inclu- 


traditions of pictorial art. This will be further discussed in the book quoted 
at the end of the preceding chapter. 

30 J. H. Breasted, Ancient Records of Egypt (Chicago, 1907), II, § 419. 

11 Ibid., § 437. 

1 2 A. de Buck, Het Typische en het Individueele by de Egyptenaren. The 
latest translation of the description of the battle of Megiddo is by R. O. 
Faulkner, in Journal of Egyptian Archaeology, XXVIII (1942), 2-15. 
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sion m the businesslike annals merely shows once again 
that the .deal mattered more to the Egyptians than mere 
mordents of reahty. And this is also shown by the very 
orm of the annals. The diarylike summary of events is 
surely anything but a piece of literature. The facts were 

recorded; they did not deserve the beauty of literary ex¬ 
pression. } 

We can be certain that this was the Egyptians’ point of 
view because the achievements of Tuthmosis III were 
also sung by poets. And their composition was so much 

admired that two later kings—Seti I and Ramses III_ 

coP^d it and adapted it for their own use. Now this poem 
contrasts m every respect with the annals; it has a most 
ingenious form, but it is practically bare of facts. It takes 
the form of an address to the victorious king by his father 
mon Re. The introduction and the conclusion of the 
piece consist of flowery language of which it is hard to 
say whether it is prose or poetry. In any case, the god 
indicates the intimacy and the warmth of feeling which 
exist between himself and the king. For instance, Tuthmosis 
is addressed as follows: 

Thou comest to me, thou exultest seeing my beauty, 

O my son, my avenger, Menkheperre, living forever 
I shine for love of thee. 

My heart is glad at thy beautiful comings into my temple- 
My two hands furnish thy limbs with protection 

And 50 forth! But after a number of these lines the poem 
assumes a very strict strophic form; this section consists of 
ten four-line stanzas, and the beginnings of all the first 
lines are the same and, similarly, the beginnings of all the 
third lines, throughout the poem. For instance (we must 
remember it is Amon who speaks): 
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I have come, causing thee to smite the princes of Zahi, 

I have hurled them beneath thy feet among their high lands; 

I have caused them to see Thy Majesty as a Lord of Radiance, 

So that thou hast shone in their faces like my image. 

I have come, causing thee to smite the Western Lands. 

Keftiu and Cyprus are in terror. 

I have caused them to see Thy Majesty as a young bull, 

Firm of head, ready-horned, irresistible. 

I have come, causing thee to smite those who are in the Isles; 

Those who are in the midst of the sea hear thy roarings; 

I have caused them to see Thy Majesty as a fierce-eyed lion, 

Thou makest them corpses in their valleys. 13 

If we compare this poem with the annals, and remember 
that both compositions refer to the same events, it is clear 
that in Egypt the ingeniousness of the form of any piece 
of writing stands in inverse proportion to the factual in¬ 
formation which it conveys. The annals tell us exactly the 
dates of the separate campaigns, the names of the places 
where the army camped, the amount of tribute paid by 
different vassals, and so on. But their form is artless, almost 
that of a calendar. The poem, on the other hand, is built 
up on a complex scheme of correspondences in line and 
image, but it confines itself to generalities. This is in keep¬ 
ing with a fact we have observed throughout the foregoing 
pages, namely, that the incidents of history, like all singular 
and isolated events, lacked real significance for the Egyp¬ 
tians. Facts can be recorded if that is desired, but not in 
a form which pretends to beauty or importance. On the 
contrary, the poet is inspired to his most ingenious com- 

Ancient Egyptian Press Reset 8 Cal 23-9 DS July 18 *7 
13 After Breasted, Ancient Records , II, §§ 655-62. Here as elsewhere we 
have attempted to avoid quotations with allusions requiring comment. 
Hence we have combined, in the last stanza quoted, lines of two stanzas in 
the original, our purpose being merely to elucidate the poetical form of the 
composition. 
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positions by a contemplation of unchanging truth: Pharaoh 
is victorious, his father Amon-Re favors his campaigns. 
Some geographical names may be introduced (as we have 
observed) to add variety to the repeated statement of 
the theme. But the mention of the princes of Zahi, of the 
Lands of the West, or of Cyprus, stands on a par with the 
changing images for the king, who appears as Lord of 
Radiance, a young bull, or a fierce-eyed lion. The rich¬ 
ness of the poetic texture is all that matters. We may even 
go further: It would seem (and I shall enlarge on this) that 
m Egypt poetic form could not be combined with exacti¬ 
tude of contents or the progression of a story; it would 
seem that either facts or poetry prevailed and that these 
states of mind were experienced as mutually exclusive by 
the Egyptians. 

Let us, first of all, demonstrate that the texts of Tuth- 
mosis III are typical examples; they faithfully reflect 
Egyptian usage. For instance, we find the same separa¬ 
tion between facts and poetry in an inscription which is 
a thousand years older and which occurs in the tomb of 
Uni, an official of the Sixth Dynasty whom we have men¬ 
tioned before (page 35 and following). He commanded 
a campaign in Palestine, and in his biography, engraved 
in his tomb, he first gives a straightforward description of 
the undertaking in prose, which contains all the facts. But 
then the text turns into a short hymn of two-lined stanzas, 
which convey no information whatsoever but repeat the 
theme with pleasing elegance: 

This army returned in safety 

After it had hacked up the land of the sand-dwellers. 

This army returned in safety 

After it had cut down its figs and vines. 
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This army returned in safety 

After it had slain troops therein in many ten thousands. 

And so forth. 14 It is clear, then, that Egyptian poetry re¬ 
fused to be burdened with the necessity of conveying in¬ 
formation. It required a single mood and a single theme, 
and the richness and variety of its imagery seems to have 
formed the main source of aesthetic satisfaction to the 
ancients. 

There is a curious feature in the form of these poems 
which deserves comment. You will have noticed that the 
compositions which are most accomplished in form start 
their stanzas with an identical line. We do not use that 
poetic form; we do know, however, stanzas ending with 
an identical line, the refrain. The difference between our 
usage and that of the Egyptians is most revealing. A re¬ 
frain may be an epitome, in which case the stanzas appear 
as variations on a theme. But a poem with a refrain may 
amount to a statement that, whatever the circumstances 
which the stanzas describe, there is no change. In other 
words, such poems are based on an expectation of change. 
The Egyptian poems, starting each stanzas with the same 
line, exclude from the very first the possibility of change. 
They are, then, in exact agreement with the attitude of 
mind which we have throughout found to be characteristic 
of the Egyptians, namely, that only that which was change¬ 
less possessed significance. 

The peculiarities of Egyptian poems dealing with what 
we should call epic subjects recur in philosophical poems. 
If we consider the “Dialogue of a Man Weary of Life 
with His Soul,” we find, first of all, a discussion of the issue 
between the two. The issue is whether suicide is desirable 
14 Breasted, Ancient Records , I, § 313. Textual marks omitted. 
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in the circumstances in which the man finds himself. We 
do not know (since the text is damaged) precisely what 
these circumstances were; it seems to me that the difficulty 
consisted in the fact that at the time no proper ritual 
burial could be assured. However, the issue itself does not 
concern us at present; we are interested in the literary 
form of the composition, and we note, then, that the actual 
discussion of the issue is rendered in prose. It consists of 
speeches by the man and by his soul, and these speeches 
are in prose. After the soul's second ripost the man recites 
four poems; all of these consist of three-line starizas and 
within each poem all the stanzas start with the same line. 
I shall quote typical sections, mainly in the translation of 
Dr. J. A. Wilson. 15 

The first poem opens the man’s address to his soul: 

Behold, my name will reek through thee 
More than the stench of fishermen, 

More than the stagnant swamps where they have fished. 

Behold, my name will reek through thee 
More than the stench of bird-droppings 
On summer days when the sky is hot. 

There are eight of these stanzas. Then follow fifteen stanzas 
of the second poem: 

To whom can I speak today? 

One’s fellows are evil; 

The friends of today do not love. 

To whom can I speak today? 

The gentle man has perished, 

The violent man has access to everybody. 

15 The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient Man (Chicago, 1946), pp. 
102-3. 
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To whom can I speak today? 

Faces are invisible, 

Each man looks down before his fellows. 

To whom can I speak today? 

There are no righteous men, 

The earth is surrendered to criminals. 

1’he third poem has only six stanzas, and I quote three: 

Death stands before me today 
Like the recovery of a sick man, 

Like going outdoors again after being confined. 

Death stands before me today 
Like the fragrance of myrrh, 

Like sitting under a shade on a breezy day. 

Death stands before me today 
As a man longs to see his house, 

After he has spent many years held in captivity. 

The last poem has only three stanzas; I shall quote two: 

Nay, but he who is yonder 
Shall be a living god, 

Inflicting punishment upon the doer of evil. 

Nay, but he who is yonder 
Shall be a man of wisdom. 

Not stopped from appealing to Re when he speaks. 

The sequence of the four poems constitutes an argument 
but each poem in itself is but one isolated element of that 
argument, an element presented in a series of variations; 
the argument as such, moving from the premise to the 
conclusion, could apparently not be expressed in poetic 
form, so that the four poems follow one another without 
any connection between them. Yet together they present 
a logical line of thought. The man says to his soul: If I 
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follow your advice I shall become an outcast (“My name 
will reek through thee”); moreover, present-day society 
is intolerable (“To whom can I speak today?”). Hence 
death is liberation, a way out of sorrow (third poem), and 
in the hereafter it will go well with me (fourth poem). We 
may assume that the elaboration of each step of the argu¬ 
ment by the varied expression given to it in the stanzas 
of one poem made it sufficiently clear to the listeners how 
it was connected with the next step. In any case, the logi¬ 
cal progression of the argument, the motivation of the 
sequence of the four poems, has not been made explicit. 
The composition ends with a short speech of the soul 
showing that the argument has been convincing, for it 
acquiesces in the action which the man is going to take. 
This speech is rendered again in prose. 

THE SHORT STORY 

The examples of Egyptian poetry which we have quoted 
included religious hymns, songs of victory, and—if the 
designation be accepted for our last example—philosophi¬ 
cal secular poetry. The formal characteristics, and also the 
limitations and procedure, proved the same in all these 
categories, and the conclusions which we have drawn in 
the course of our discussion therefore reveal features which 
are truly characteristic. However, we must still consider 
prose as an art form. It is best known in the form of the 
short story, of which several highly accomplished exam¬ 
ples are known. For our purpose, we need specimens which 
are preserved in their entirety so that their form, espe¬ 
cially their composition, is clear. We have referred to 
these already (pages 46, 96). One, the story of Sinuhe, 
relates how its hero, on a campaign with the crown prince, 
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overhears a messenger reporting the death of the king. 
The crown prince sets out at once and in secret for the 
capital to make sure of the succession, but Sinuhe knows 
of intrigues against him and possibly doubts the chances 
of success of his master; and the downfall of the crown 
prince would, of course, drag his supporters with it. The 
matter is left obscure because the text was written after 
the crown prince had, in fact, succeeded his father as 
Senusert I. The story merely describes how Sinuhe, panic- 
stricken, flees in the greatest confusion from the camp. 
He hides in the reeds, crosses a waterway in a boat with¬ 
out rudder; hides again and watches the sentries on a 
fortress wall at the front'er until the fall of night gives 
him a chance to cross over into the Sinai Desert. There he 
almost dies of thirst, is found by Bedaween, and becomes 
influential among them, after defeating an enemy of the 
tribe in single combat. He marries and settles, but retains 
contact with Egypt by eagerly receiving all messengers 
and travelers to and from the Nile Valley. In the end his 
old master, the king, summons him to return. His recep¬ 
tion at court, with the queen and the princesses marveling 
at his barbaric appearance, is described in great detail. He 
is given a tomb (page 96 above) and thus reaches a 
happy old age. 

We are inclined to read this truly entertaining story as a 
tale of adventure. But if we do that, we inevitably mis¬ 
judge it. Peet, for instance, condemns it because the nar¬ 
rative is held up by a poem in praise of Senusert I, and 
by the insertion of the kings summons verbatim and 
Sinuhe’s reply. 16 But these documents mark the turning 

10 T. E. Peet, A Comparative Study of the Literatures of Egypt, Palestine , 
and Mesopotamia (London, 1931), pp. 37 f. 
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point of the story. They show how a life unusually dis¬ 
turbed by strange but passing adventures is redeemed by 
reintegration in the established order of Egyptian society. 

he story of Smuhe is not a tale of adventure; it deals 
with the values of life as they appeared to the Egyptians 
not in the form of “teachings,” but as exemplified by an 
exceptional career, a tale which shows what is lost by 
exile, and what can be retained, and even regained, by 
force of character. The sections which we are inclined to 
cut out, smce they slow down the narrative, were for the 
E §yP tians ^ ie highlights of the document. Sinuhe’s ad¬ 
ventures, on the other hand, are clearly shown to be with¬ 
out ultimate significance by the fact that they make no 
difference at all. At the end of the story the hero is back 
at his starting point, established as a favored servant of 
Senusert I. All he has acquired in Asia he has left behind 
even his family. In the end he is shown to have gained 
nothing but this: The consequences of his impulsive act, 
which made him break away from the service of his royal 
master, are obliterated. 

The correctness of this interpretation is shown by an¬ 
other tale which is also almost completely preserved, the 
Eloquent Peasant.” It was as popular as the story of 
Sinuhe and hence is preserved in several copies. I quote, 
in Dr. Gardiner s translation, the beginning as an example 
of the Egyptian’s accomplishment as a narrator: 17 


There was once a man whose name was Khunanup, a peasant 
of the Sekhet Hmuet; and he had a wife whose name was Marye 
And this peasant said to her his wife: “Behold I am going 


After Gardiner, in Journal of Egyptian Archaeology, IX (1923) 7 ff 
In view of our purpose we have omitted diacritical mirks, indications of 
reader* 11111165 1116 readln S> and other notes which would distract the 
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down into Egypt to bring food thence for my children. Go now, 
measure out for me the corn which is in the barn, the remainder 
of last harvest’s corn.” Then he measured out to her six gallons of 
com. 

And this peasant said to his wife: “Behold, there are left over 
twenty gallons of corn to be food for thee and thy children; but 
make thou for me these six gallons of corn into bread and beer 
for every day in which I shall be travelling.” 

So this peasant went down into Egypt, after that he had 
loaded his asses with rushes, . . . natron, salt, . . . leopard 
skins, wolf furs, bamboo, . . . And this peasant departed south¬ 
ward toward Nenesu and arrived in the vicinity of Per-fiofi to the 
north of Medene; and he found a man standing on the river-bank 
named Thothnakht, the son of a man whose name was Isry, a 
vassal of the high steward Rensi, the son of Meru. 

And this Thothnakht said, when he saw asses belonging to this 
peasant which were desirable in his heart: “Would that I had 
some potent idol that I might steal away the belongings of this 
peasant withal!” Now the house of this Thothnakht was on the 
riverside path, which was narrow and not broad, equal to the 
breadth of a loincloth; and the one side of it was under water, 
and the other under corn. 

And this Thothnakht said to his servant: “Go, bring me a cloth 
from my house.” And it was brought to him straightway. Then 
he stretched it over the riverside path, so that its fringe rested on 
the water and its hem on the com. Then came this peasant along 
the public road. 

And this Thothnakht said: “Have a care, peasant; wouldst 
tread on my garments?” 

And this peasant said: “I will do thy pleasure; my course is a 
good one.” So he went up higher. 

And this Thothnakht said: “Shalt thou have my corn for a 
path?” 

And this peasant said: “My course is a good one. The bank is 
high and our only course is under corn; and still thou cumber- 
est our way with thy garments. Wilt thou then not let us pass 
along the road?” 
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Thereupon one of the asses filled its mouth with a wisp of corn. 
And this Thothnakht said: Behold, I will take away thy ass, 
peasant, because it is eating my corn. Behold, it shall toil be¬ 
cause of its offence.” 

And this peasant said: “My course is a good one. Only one 18 
has been hurt. I brought my donkey on account of its endurance, 
thou takest it away for the filling of its mouth with a wisp of 
corn. Nay, but I know the lord of this domain. It belongs to the 
high steward Rensi, the son of Meru. It is he who restrains every 
robber throughout the entire land; and shall I then be robbed in 
his own domain?” 

And this Thothnakht said: Is this the proverb which people 
say: The poor man’s name is not pronounced save for his 
master’s sake? It is I who speak to thee, and it is the high steward 
whom thou callest to mind!” 

Then he took up a rod of green tamarisk against him and be¬ 
laboured all his limbs therewith; seized his asses and drove them 
into his domain. 

Thereupon this peasant fell a-weeping very bitterly for the 
pain of that which was done to him. And this Thothnakht said: 
“Lift not up thy voice, peasant. Behold, thou art bound for the 
abode of the Lord of Silence!” 19 

And this peasant said: Thou beatest me, thou stealest away 
my goods; and then takest thou the complaint from my mouth! 
Thou Lord of Silence, give me back my chattels, so that I may 
cease to cry out thy disturbance!” 

And this peasant tarried for ten long spaces over ten days 
making petition to this Thothnakht, but he paid no heed to it. So 
this peasant departed to Nenesu in order to make petition to the 
high steward Rensi, the son of Meru, and found him as he was 
coming forth from the door of his house to go down into his 
barge belonging to the judgment hall. 20 

And this peasant said: “Would that I might be permitted to 
18 Scil. wisp of com. 

10 The land of the dead; see p. 108 above. 

barg CnS * WaS ^ USt t0 a session °f c °urt and was using the official 
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rejoice thy heart with this narration. Were it possible that a 
servant of thy choice might come to me, so that he might bear 
tidings from me to thee concerning it?” 

So the high steward Rensi, the son of Meru, caused a servant 
of his choice to go in front of him in order that he might bring 
tidings from this peasant concerning this matter in its every as¬ 
pect. 21 Then the high steward Rensi, the son of Meru, laid an 
information against this Thothnakht before the magistrates who 
were with him. 

And they said to him: “Probably it is some peasant of his who 
has come to someone else beside him. Behold, that is what they 
use to do to peasants of theirs who have come to others beside 
themselves. Is it a case for one's punishing this Thothnakht on 
account of a trifle of natron and a trifle of salt? Let him be com¬ 
manded to replace it, so that he may replace it.” 

But the high steward Rensi, the son of Meru, held his peace 
and answered not these magistrates, 22 neither did he answer this 
peasant. 

The peasant then makes a petition to the high steward 
in such unusually beautiful language that Rensi reports it 
to the king. Pharaoh commands that the peasant’s case 
shall not be decided for a while so that he shall be obliged 
to make further petitions, and these must be put down in 
writing. Meanwhile Rensi takes care of the peasant’s fam¬ 
ily, although the peasant does not know it. There follow 
eight petitions, and these form the bulk of our text. Con¬ 
sequently they must be the cause of its popularity in Egypt. 
Modern critics, however, condemn them one and all as 
monotonous and artificial. They consist of passages like the 
following: 

Is it not wrong, a balance which tilts, a plummet which de¬ 
flects, a straightforward man who is become a shirker? Behold, 

21 The peasant and the servant go on ahead of Rensi by land, so that Rensi 
is able at once to lay the matter before his colleagues on the bench. 

22 For the implications of this silence see p. 66 above and p. 70, n. 12. 
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justice (Maat) escapes (?) from beneath thee, being expelled 
from its place . , .*» 6 v 

The poor man’s possessions are breath to him, and one who 
takes them away stoppeth up his nose. Thou wast appointed to 
t0 , decide between suitors, to repress the brigand: 
and behold, what thou dost is to support the thief. One puts 
aith in thee, and thou art become a transgressor. Thou wast set 
tor a dam unto the poor man, take heed lest he drown; behold 
thou art a swift current to him. 24 

We do not relish page after page of such sayings but 
they resemble the “teachings” which we discussed in the 
third chapter. They also remind us of the peculiarities of 
Egyptian poetry. In artistic prose, too, the progression of a 
story or an argument was not considered the most im¬ 
portant element of a work of literature. Here, as in the 
poems, we find a single mood and a single subject, pre¬ 
sented with rich variation. And the subjects considered 
worthy of such artful and laborious treatment are, in prose 
as in poetry, the unchanging values of life. If we are to 
understand the Egyptian and understand the works he 
left us, we must agree with his basic conviction that the 
touchstone of significance is permanence. 

ARCHITECTURAL FORMS 

The same conviction determined the character of Egyptian 
art. We shall demonstrate this here in the province of archi¬ 
tecture. The permanence of Egyptian monuments is pro¬ 
verbial with us, and it is even true to say that the intro¬ 
duction of stone architecture, an Egyptian invention of 
far-reaching importance, was due to the wish to ensure 
the permanence of buildings. The earliest stone structure, 

Sw? °f E &yP tian Archaeology, IX (1923), 11 ,11. 96-98. 
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Djoser s funerary complex at Saqqara, imitated with pain¬ 
ful precision traditional structures of reed and wood from 
which it was meant to differ in durability alone. Egyptian 
stone architecture thus possessed a paradoxical character 
from the first. Soon after its invention, under the Fourth 
Dynasty, at least in the necropolis at Gizeh, its peculiar 
potentialities were realized. The unadorned oblong tombs 
surrounding the king’s pyramid, the bare monolithic pillars 
of red granite placed on an alabaster floor in the funerary 
temples (Figure 27), all these achieved effects for which 
the distinctive qualities of stone—its massiveness, texture, 
and color—were exclusively responsible. But immediately 
afterwards, in the Fifth Dynasty, the Egyptians broke 
away from this austere style. They returned to the use 
of relief and invented ornamental columns which have re¬ 
mained characteristic of Egyptian architecture ever since. 
They utilized plant forms. A bundle of lotus or papyrus 
flowers (Figure 23) or, more rarely, a palm tree (Figure 
28) were translated into architectural supports. At this 
time there is no question of imitation. There is no proto¬ 
type of the papyrus column in primitive reed architecture; 
the Fifth Dynasty created new and purely architectural 
forms. The columns have a base, a shaft, a capital, and an 
abacus to carry the architrave. Natural forms are only used 
to the extent that they can be made to serve architectural 
ends: the triangular section of the papyrus column sup¬ 
plies the sharp ribbing of the shaft. The rope which holds 
the bundle together becomes a border separating shaft 
and capital. The sheaths from which the stalks sprout are 
made into a pattern which sets off the base of the shaft 
from the column base, and in a like manner the bracts of 
the flowers mark the lower edge of the capital. If we re- 
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If) w 6 T 77* 011)16 papyrus pknl to “tae (Figure 
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Yet, for all their logical articulation, the plant columns 
problematical, at least to modern students oHrt 

fioweTSd b d re " dertogS 0f tender buds and 

Ev™k„ ** T de t0 “"T ‘“ns of stone. But the 

Egyptians, even on the rare occasions when they used h! 

palm tree as the prototype for their columns (Ftore 28) 
supported the architrave, not on the stem, but on Xe stvi' 
•zed crown of palm fronds; they evidently did not share our 
appreciation 0 ( functional appropriateness, f, is, lowever 
astonishing that they were not disturbed by another aspect 

calif 6 COl T‘ F,0Wering P Iants a] most everywhere 
call forth the very thought of transitoriness which ttaEjnm 

ians attempted to banish. We must conclude that lotus 

and papyr US possessed for them associations of a different 

n“ , t ?e f TTf ed ^ reali2a,i °" ° f th “ P“«abk 

alure of the plants from coming to the fore. The clue to 

an understanding of the plant columns lies in theh dis 
position in buildings. d 

ver T e h e e noH ang hr( 1 ° f *" E *>T tia ” buiHi ”g- *- 

ge noticeably from our own usage. It is true that col 

umns were sometimes used with an effect which we too 

dm.re, in private houses, rock tombs, and temple port,' 

coes; we even And in the applied arts a charming use of 

dimmutwc plan, columns, for instance as mirror handles 

But ff we must single out the use of the plant column which 

“ m ° Sl “‘Me of Egypt, „ e th 4 of i(s mas ™ 

b cTCe 2 V, e t es of ,he second and 

• • (figure 26). We are oppressed bv the lark nf m oo 
between these bulky supports which crowd the hypostyle 
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halls and colonnades in a manner not adequately explained 
by the limited length of the stone architraves. For art as 
vital as that of ancient Egypt is not subject to the limita¬ 
tions of materials, but, on the contrary, chooses materials 
which enable it the fullest scope of expression. We must 
grant that the Egyptians did not find the massing of col¬ 
umns objectionable, and even that this feature of their 
temples may have had a positive value for them. We find, 
then, that in the use of their very original columns no less 
than in their conception, the Egyptians were guided by 
tendencies which are strange to us. 

We may understand these tendencies best by consider¬ 
ing their effect on temple planning (Figure 29). The 
basic plan of an Egyptian temple is logical and compre¬ 
hensible. The Holy of Holies was a small dark room in the 
central axis of the temple towards the back. It thus ap¬ 
pears as at the end of a long road which passed through 
the forecourts and narrowed through porticos and halls 
until the hidden shrine was reached. This road also 
mounted, steeply in the case of the pyramid temples and 
the rock temples, less noticeably in other cases. But at 
every door we find a few steps or a ramp to mark the rise. 
For the Holy of Holies was ideally conceived as the 
primeval hill, the first land to arise from the waters of 
chaos on the day of creation. 25 Since all that exists had 
gone forth from this spot, it was a center of immeasurable 
potency well suited for the manifestation of a divinity. 

The conception of the shrine as the primeval hill is ex¬ 
pressed in the names of most of Egypt’s famous sanctu¬ 
aries. It also explains the peculiarities of Egyptian temple 

25 A. de Buck, De egypttsche Voorstellingen betreffende den Oerheuvel 
(Leiden, 1922). 
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^^4“ * e u “ of plant columns - 

Of landscape of “the first tim^ formed a sort 
part in the religious imo f r- r W £ 1IC ^ Ptyed as great a 
the Judaean hills with the^TV Egyptians as did 
the Mount of Golgotha to that /n, Geths ^ane and 
tian rehgious landscape was [ J^T*** ^ EgyP * 
(Figure 24). It is almost iihfrt •* 4 P anse of marsh 

11 is present in the belief iTa °" S " i re,l g ious literature. 

**« (w n0andttwi n ;,1:“t “ ,he Ffe,d <* 

the ancient image of the mnfk ^ j 7 scene in which 
cow, manifests herself by parttoS deSS , Hathor ’ th e wild 
(Figure 25). It affects thp P> g le reeds with her head 

ways; he was for instance tho^f 0 ^ SUn 'S od in many 
child sitting in the flower of a § lotus° hT as a 

cross the heavens in floats m i ’ 1 Was thou S ht *> 
was sometimes thought to hi ° aS Amon " Re he 
which rested on the primeval hd'l'and'to^h^ ‘T “ ^ 

-ai:s:°'' er the — * 

a* 

not their perishable nature tW ? - filSt tlme - Jt was 
on the contrary, the decay of imp ' J GSSed tlle Egyptians; 
meaningless incident to com indlvidual plants was a 
presence of the species in tlm? 0 " the P erennial 
universe had gone forth and ^ eaer y from which the 
present in man s thought 1 ^ ^ 3 rea % *ver- 
which we have mentioned. I„ ,h e ‘to n f ,m W 

banned the religion, landscape'f“e 
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their massed disposition intensifying the effect. For the 
temple, in Egypt, was a place of power. The gods were 
immanent in nature, and hence difficult to localize. The 
temple cast a spell, as it were, on a given spot where di¬ 
vinities might be approached. This explains the confusion 
which the main sanctuaries of Egypt, at Karnak (Figure 
30) and Luxor, present—a confusion which remains im¬ 
possible to understand if we approach them as works of 
architecture. We have seen that the basic plan of the Egyp¬ 
tian temple was simple and logical. But the sanctuaries 
which enjoyed the greatest prestige during the New King¬ 
dom (and of those of the Old and Middle Kingdoms we 
know very little) are disorderly conglomerates; the road 
from entrance to Holy of Holies was lengthened by the 
addition of new courts and pylons in successive reigns, 
or even during the reign of the founder. Subordinate shrines 
were built at the sides or included within the sacred area 
when it was enlarged. We miss in this unrestricted exten¬ 
sion of an architectural whole a sense of proportion, a feel¬ 
ing for inherent harmony which put definite limits to the 
additions which an original layout is able to accommodate. 
But the royal building inscriptions indicate that the Egyp¬ 
tians felt each addition to be not only a credit to the builder, 
but of value to the shrine. For if the supreme power of 
Amon was expressed by the superlative size of the Karnak 
temple, the temple gained power too; the accumulated 
efforts of generations intensified the spell which made the 
elusive deity, who was manifest in wind and light (page 
26 and following), easy of approach at Karnak. 

There was, however, an alternative to the confusion 
which a temple complex like Karnak displays. If size and 
mass represent potency, it is possible to satisfy the craving 
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for the gigantic without creating disorder. This can be 
done if one compels the mass to assume a clear abstract 
form. This solution was adopted when the kings of the 
Old Kingdom constructed their tombs in the form of the 
pyramid (Figure 31). The pyramid, like the shrine on its 
elevation, symbolized the primeval hill. But no description 
and no picture can do justice to these monuments. Their 
actual size is an important element in the overwhelming 
impression which they create when one succeeds in con¬ 
templating them from the desert side, distant from the 
distractions through which one is unfortunately compelled 
to approach them. We must remember that they were 
originally cased from tip to base with smooth stones of 
which even the joints were next to invisible. Thus these 
symbols of the place where all life had originated were 
free from every particularization which would call up the 
thought of an alternative—and hence of transcience. They 
are beyond change. 

The pyramids cannot be compared with any other type 
of structure. They are completely inaccessible. The tem¬ 
ples belonging to them lie at their base, but the pyramid 
itself, once the royal body had been interred, was closed 
hermetically and every trace of the mouth of the shaft 
was obliterated. They well illustrate, therefore, at the end 
of our considerations, the theme which recurred through¬ 
out, to wit, that Egyptian accomplishments are apt to as¬ 
sume in our eyes a paradoxical character. The greatest 
triumphs of the inventors of stone architecture are struc¬ 
tures which hardly enter into our architectural categories. 
But they do express, with unanswerable finality, the 
ancient Egyptian’s conviction that his universe was a world 
without change. 
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ISIS, TOMB OF HAREMHAB, THEBES 


1 . 



2. ANUBIS, TOMB OF HAREMHAB, THEBES 



3. THOTH AS BABOON, WITH A SCRIBE 
TELL EL AMARNA 


4. THOTH AS IBIS, WITH TWO 
BABOONS AND THE GODDESS MAAT 
HIT JDES HEIM 


































































7. KHAFRA AND THE HORUS-FALCON, CAIRO 
Photo Marburg 
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8. DESTRUCTION OF THE SERPENT BEFORE THE SUN BOAT, TOMB OF SETI I, THEBES 
Courtesy Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 



9. THE COW OF HEAVEN, TOMB OF SETI I, THEBES 
Journal of Egyptian Archaeology, XXVIII (1942), PI. IV 
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10. NUT AND THE HEAVENS, CENOTAPH OF SETI I, ABYDOS 
Courtesy Egypt Exploration Society 






























































































13. TAURT, CAIRO 


14. HATHOR 

Collection of the New York Historical 
Society in the Brooklyn Museum 


12. HATHOR PROTECTING 
KING PSAMMETICHOS, CAIRO 


11. HATHOR CAPITAL FROM BUBASTIS 
Courtesy Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 



16 RAMSES HI VICTORIOUS OVER LIBYANS, MEDINET HABU 
Courtesy Oriental Institute, University of Chicago 
































18. THE “NINE BOWS” UNDER 


THE FEET OF KING DJOSER 
Courtesy Service of Antiquities, Cairo 




17. THE BA 

DESCENDING 
THE TOMB 
SHAFT 
LOUVRE 
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21. FALSE DOOR IN TOMB CHAPEL OF TI 



22. FALSE DOOR IN TOMB CHAPEL OF MERERUKA 
Courtesy Oriental Institute, University of Chicago 


23. PAPYRUS COLUMN FROM THE 
funerary temple of neuserre 
abuser 
































































































































































26. TEMPLE OF KHONSU, KARNAK 
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29. PLAN AND SECTION OF THE TEMPLE OF RAMSES III, MEDINET HABU 
Courtesy Oriental Institute, University of Chicago 





















































































Chronological Table 


Approximate date 

b.c. Period 

Kings mentioned 

5000(?)-3100 

Predynastic period 


3100 

Unification of the 
country and founding 
of a dual monarchy 

Narmer (“Menes”) 

3100-2600 

Dynasties I—III 

Djoser 

2600-2180 

Old Kingdom 

Khufu (Cheops) 


(Dynasties IV-VI) 

Khafre 

Menkaure 

Sahure 

Pepi II 

2180-2000 

First Intermediate 

Merikare 


period 

Mentuhotep 

2000-1780 

Middle Kingdom 

Amenemhet I 


(Dynasties XII-XIII) 

Senusert I 

Senusert III 
Amenemhet III 

1780-1580 

Second Intermediate 
period (Hyksos in¬ 
vasion ) 


1580-1085 

New Kingdom 

Hatshepsut 


(Dynasties XVIII-XX) 

Tuthmosis III 
Amenhotep III 
Akhenaten 


Tutankhamen 
Haremhab 
Seti I 
Ramses II 
Ramses III 
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Abydos, cemeteries at, 105 
Air, Shu as, 19, 52; a cosmic power, 
14; creative, 22; combined sig¬ 
nificance of sun and, 26 
Akh, defined, 63; transfigured spirits 
of the dead, 96, 100, 106 
Akhenaten, monotheistic cult, 3, 25, 
54, 135 

Amenemope, 69; teachings, ex¬ 
cerpts, 66 f., 72, 73, 75, 80 
Amennotep III, 55 
Amon, 78; manifest in wind and 
breath, 22; restoration of cult, 54; 
Karnak temple, 155 
Amon-Re, 138, 140; rise of, as su¬ 
preme god, 22; immanent in na¬ 
ture, 23; texts describing all- 
pervading power, 26, 27; depic¬ 
tion, 154; see also Re 
Ani, Papyrus of, 35 
Animals, role in religion, 8-14; wor¬ 
ship in Africa and America, 9; 
mummified, 9; connection be¬ 
tween gods and, 9 ff., 14; hybrid 
forms, 10 ff., 15; awe felt before 
all animal life, 12; existence in 
unchanging species, 13, 88; in¬ 
terpretation of the otherness of, 
13 f.; association with great cos¬ 
mic gods, 14 f.; see also names of 
species, e.g., Cow; Snake; etc. 
Anubis, manifestations, 10 f., 135 
Apis bull, 10 
Apophis, snake, 18, 132 
Architecture, forms, 150-56; poten¬ 
tialities of stone, 151; relief and 
ornamental columns, 151 ff.; tem¬ 
ple plan, 153 ff.; pyramids, 154 
Art, hybrid or transitional forms, 


common in, 11 f.; different con¬ 
ceptions combined in, 19; prev¬ 
alence of typical over individual 
features in literary and plastic 
monuments of king, 46-49; tomb 
sculptures, reliefs, and paintings, 
47-49, 56, 93, 94, 97, 122; para¬ 
doxes in field of, 124 f.; perma¬ 
nence as touchstone of signifi¬ 
cance, demonstrated in the 
province of architecture, 150-56 
Asiatics, conquest by, 84 
Aten cult, 25; see Monotheism 
Attunement to society and nature, 
success as, 65-72 

Atum, 52, 133, 134; dialogue be¬ 
tween Osiris and, 119 f. 

Ba, meaning, 96; dead manifest as, 
97, 99, 100 
Ba-bird, 12n, 97, 98 
Baboon, 10, 79 

Babylonians, 97; “Epic of Creation,” 
132 

Battle reliefs, 48, 56 
Beetle, 19 

Bible, 76, 77, 81; the Gospels, 3, 
154; Old Testament, 3, 27, 51, 
61, 132; Jahweh in, 26, 27, 51; 
concept of evil, 73; ideal of per¬ 
fection, 74 

Biographies, see Funerary literature; 
Teachings 

Birdlike apparitions of the dead, 
97 f. 

Book of Gates, 117 
“Book of the Dead,” 92, 100, 111, 
117, 120; excerpt, 52 
Books, see Teachings 
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INDEX 


Breasted, J. H., quoted, 64 
Breath, 22 
Bulls, 10 

Bureaucracy, 33-36, 45; vizier, 33, 
34, 41, 44 f.; officials as authors 
of the teachings (q.v.), 60 ff.; 
motivations for the striving after 
excellence, 55, 62, 63 
Burial, god-master of, 11; see also 
Tombs 

Byblos, trade with, 38 

Catastrophe, political: nature and 
effects of, 84 ff. 

Cattle cults, 9, 21 
Cattle images, 10, 11, 15n, 17, 110, 
154 

Cemeteries, animal, 9; god of desert, 
11; immanence of Peak over, 77; 
at Abydos, 105 

Change, and movement not denied 
to exist, 49; recurrent change sig¬ 
nificant, 50, 88; in a static world, 
made by creation alone, 50, 131; 
ideals of progress and, excluded 
by belief in static universe, 64; 
royalty immune to change: death 
glossed over, 88 f., 102; death of 
mortal a singular yet significant 
event, a change in personality 
only, 89; reduced to reaffirmation 
of an unchanging truth, in ritual 
performance, 136; possibility of, 
excluded in poetry, 141; architec¬ 
tural expression of universe as 
world without, 156; see also Per¬ 
manence 

Chester Beatty, Papyrus, 128, 130 
Childbirth, 15 

Circumpolar stars, transfigured 
dead as, 100, 101, 103, 108, 
111 

Coffin Texts, 90, 106, 111, 112, 
117, 121 

Columns, architectural, 151 ff. 
“Coming Forth by Day,” 92 
Commerce, 37 ff.; see Trade 
Conduct, the teachings (q.v.) as 
guides of, 60 ff.; rules, 64 f. 


“Contendings of Horus and Seth,” 
128 f. 

Copyings in literary and plastic 
monuments, 47 f., 59 
Cosmic circuit, the dead in, 101, 
105-23 

Cosmic gods, 14-22; see Gods 
Council, privy: session of, 56 
Courts of law, 34 
Cow, Hathor as, 11, 17, 110, 154; 
Nut as, 15 

Creation, story of, 20 f., 131; con¬ 
ceived as procreation, 20, 52; 
primeval hill and waters, 21, 53, 
154; connection of kingship with, 
30, 50 ff.; frequency of creation 
stories: why played such large 
part in Egyptian thought, 50 f.; 
only significant nonrecurrent 
event, 131; Hebrew and other 
accounts, 132 

Creator, seen as absolute origin of 
all, 17; kingly character: powers 
latent in, 52 
Crocodile, 26, 68 
Crossed arrows of Neith, 8 
Cult-objects, variety of, 5 
Cults, origin, 5, 8; animal (q.v.), 
8-14; common: adhered to 
throughout land, 21; restoration 
of the Amon, 54 

Darkness, 18 

“Dead, Book of the,” see Book 
Death and the dead, funerary texts 
(q.v.), 32, 46 ff., 82, 107 ff., 117, 
120, 122; described, 109; pre¬ 
occupation with death and with 
the possibility and conditions of 
survival, 84, 88-123; multiplicity 
of approaches to subject of, 91, 
121; dwelling place in the tombs, 
92-96; communication with, 93, 
94; necessity for preservation of 
physical form as mummy or 
statue, 93; reliance upon priests, 
95; and descendants, 95, 104; the 
appearing dead, 96-99; birdlike 
apparitions, 97 f.; the transfigured 
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dead, 100-102; the dead in the 
cosmic circuit, 101, 105-23; the 
quasi-royal dead, 102-5,106; fear 
and precaution, 108, 109, 112, 
116-20; terms used in references 
to dwelling place, 110; to ob¬ 
stacles found there, 112; jour¬ 
ney to the tomb: roads in 
Heaven, 115; judgment in the 
hereafter, 117-19; metaphysical 
problem of relation between life 
and death, 122 f.; see also Tombs 
“Declaration of Innocence,” 118 
“Dialogue of a Man Weary of Life 
with His Soul,” 98; with ex¬ 
cerpts, 86, 141-44 
Dishonesty, 75 f. 

Distribution of goods, 39 ff. 

Divinity beyond the phenomena, 
Memphite belief in, 23 
Divinity of kings, 30, 31 
Djoser’s funerary complex, 151 
Drama, none as art form, 126, 135; 
mystery play and dramatic texts, 
135 f. 

Ea, Sumerian god, 26 
Earth, 52; a cosmic power, 14; Ptah 
as power in, 20, 24; Osiris be¬ 
came, 103, 105 

Economic organization, 36-42; see 
also Trade 

“Eloquent Peasant, Tale of the,” 
34n, 46, 70n; excerpt, 146-50 
Embalmment, god-master of, 11 
Enemies of king, depiction, 48, 56 
Enlil, Sumerian god, 26 
Epic, none as an art form, 124, 126, 
136; poems dealing with epic 
subjects, 141 
“Epic of Creation,” 132 
Evil, only limited preoccupation 
with concept of, 73-80 

Falcon, 15, 21 
Falsehood, 75 f. 

Fear of death, 108, 109, 112, 116 ff.; 
outlets to fear, 116; judgment in 
the hereafter, 117-19 


Field of Kenset, 112 
Field of Offerings, 110, 112, 115 
Field of Rushes, 110-20 passim, 154 
“First time,” see Creation 
Folk tale, myth in literature and, 
126-35 

Food, spiritual view of, 91 
Foreign trade, 37-39 
Frankfort, Mrs. H. A., quoted, 122 
Freedom, personal: extent and na¬ 
ture of, 42 

Funerary literature, individuality 
of kings hidden under generali¬ 
ties, 32, 46 ff.; nature of ideal 
biographies in tombs, 82; fear 
and anxiety evidenced in texts, 
107 ff., 117, 120, 122 
Funerary procession, 84, 115 
Funerary provisions, see Death; 
Tombs 

Gardiner, Alan H., 98 
Geb, earth, 52 
Generative force, 26 
Gizeh, necropolis at, 151 
God, the one: of Akhenaten, 3, 25, 
54 

God of the Bible, 76, 77, 81; 
Jahweh compared with Amon-Re, 
26 ff.; first manifestation of 
power, 51 

Gods, and their symbols, 3-8; un¬ 
limited number recognized, 3, 4, 
25; connection between animals 
(q.v.) and, 8-14, 15; hybrid or 
transitional forms, 10 ff., 15; the 
five great cosmic gods, 14-22; 
their relevancy to human affairs, 
15 ff.; correlations of problems 
and phenomena, 16 ff., 21; mul¬ 
tiplicity of approaches and of 
answers, 18 ff.; in creation story, 
20, 51 f.; numerous cults through¬ 
out the land, 21; closest approach 
to worship of a supreme and uni¬ 
versal god, 22; rise of Amon-Re, 
22, 26; immanence of, in nature, 
23-29; captives within own mani¬ 
festations, 25, 28; incomplete as 
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Gods ( Continued) 

personages, 25, 28; vagueness in 
characterization of, 20, 46 ff.; 
king given power: put on a par 
with, 52; said to live by Maat, 
55; frequent use of the word 
‘'God” in the teachings, 67, 76; 
indirect retribution, 70; devotion 
to, expressed in hymns, with ex¬ 
cerpts, 76-80; remain aloof from 
man: communicate only with di¬ 
vine king, 81; judgment before 
the Great God, 117; humanized 
in myths, 127; represented by 
actors, 135 f.; see also under 
names , e.g., Amon-Re; Osiris; 
etc. 

•- of Greece, 26, 69 

-of Sumer, 26 

Good life, see Life 
Gospels, see Bible 
Government, see Kingship; State 
Grave goods, see Tombs 
Greeks, religion, 26, 74; pride, 69; 
manifestations of the dead, 97 

Harakhte, hymn to, 78 
Haremhab, sun-hymn of, 18 

-Edict of, 44 

Harkhuf, governor of the South, 45 
Harpers' songs, excerpt, 83 
Harvests, 41 f. 

Hathor, 77, 128; representations of, 
11, 12, 15, 19, 110, 154 
Heaven, concepts of, see entries un¬ 
der Death 

Hebrew religion, 60; Old Testa¬ 
ment, 3, 27, 51, 61; concept of 
God, 26, 27, 51; story of crea¬ 
tion, 132 

Heqt, toad goddess, 15 
“Hidden One, The,” 22 
Hill, primeval, 21, 53, 154; archi¬ 
tectural symbols, 153, 156 
Historical events unimportant, 48 f., 
50 

Holy of Holies in temple, 153 
Horns, 28; manifestations, 10; in¬ 
carnate in each Pharaoh, 52, 88; 


myth of Osiris, Isis, and, 102 ff., 
126-31, 136; responsibility for fa¬ 
ther, 104n 

Human image, early appearance of, 
11; hybrid forms, 11, 15; cosmic 
gods depicted in, 15 
Human life, answers to problems of, 
found in transcendent power and 
order of cosmic phenomena, 15; 
universe best understood in terms 
of, 28; integrated with life of na¬ 
ture, 29; political status and eco¬ 
nomic services of the people, 36- 
46; personal freedom, 42, 58; the 
passionate, and the silent, man, 
65 ff. 

Hymns, to sun, 17 f., 132 f., 135; to 
Amon, 26; and Zeus, 27; nature 
of, 76; expressions of gratitude or 
prayer, with excerpts, 76-80; be¬ 
long to popular literature, 79; al¬ 
lusions to Osiris myth, 126; 
hymns to Osiris, 130; see also 
Poetry 

Ibis, 10, 79 

Images; quasi-conflicting, 18 f.; in¬ 
separable from ancient thought, 

Immanence of the gods in nature, 
23-29 

Immanent power, all divine power 
was, 19 

Immortality, see entries under 
Death and the dead 
Import trade, 37, 39 
Inherited possessions, sanctity, 65, 
82 

Isis, 26, 28; throne as distinctive at¬ 
tribute, 6, 16; significance: 

monuments to, 7; myth of Osiris, 
Horus, and, 102 ff., 126-31, 136; 
in circuit of sun, 106, 107 
Islamic religion, 3 
Isle of Flame, 114, 117 

Jackal, 11, 135 
Jacobsen, Thorkild, 26 
Jahweh, see God of the Bible 
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Judges, 34; forty-two, of nether¬ 
world, 118, 119 

Judgment in the hereafter, 117-19 
Justice, Maat ( q.v. ), 43-46; concep¬ 
tion of, pertaining to both ethics 
and metaphysics, 46, 54; role of 
king and officials as champions 
of, 43 ff., 53; as the divine order 
of society, 54 

Ka, meanings and functions, 91 
Kadesh, battle of, 136n 
“Kagemni, Teachings of,” excerpts, 
60, 71 

Karnak, temple at, 155 
Khay, verb: meaning and use, 53, 
56 

Khnum, creative power, 20, 21, 85 
Kingship and king, bond between 
throne and power of, 6; signifi¬ 
cance of Isis in relation to, 7; 
Egyptian conception of the state 
inseparable from, 30; doctrine of 
divinity, 30, 31; individuality hid¬ 
den under generalities, 32, 46 ff.; 
royal kinsmen in bureaucracy, 
33; all officials deputies of, 34, 
36; import trade a monopoly, 37; 
gifts to rulers or officials, 38, 39; 
distribution of goods, 41; indis¬ 
pensable function in state sum¬ 
marized, 42; justice (q.v.) the 
essence of government, insepara¬ 
ble from, 43-46; in center of 
entertainment literature, 43; con¬ 
ventional elements and typical 
features in literary and plastic 
monuments, 47 f.; significance of 
pictorial renderings of victories, 
48 f.; permanence a fundamental 
feature, 49-58; connection with 
creation and its gods, 50 ff.; 
Horus incarnate in each Pharaoh, 
52; an inspired rule, still con¬ 
taining an element of creativity, 
53; use of term Maat (q.v.) in 
connection with, 53 ff.; cannot 
consult mortals: how decisions 
represented, 56; death and after¬ 


life, 102-5, 106; royalty swept 
away during profound upheaval: 
survival in recurring chthonic 
forces, 103; why tomb texts, rites, 
and emblems became appropri¬ 
ate for all, 104; preponderant part 
in literature, 124; literary con¬ 
vention in connection with, 137; 
see also names of kings, e.g., 
Akhenaten; Pepi 

Labor of people, see People 
Lakes in land of the dead, 112, 114 
Land, ownership and distribution, 
41 

-primeval, see Hill 

Landscape, religious, 154 
Language, written, 125, 

Law, origin in king, 44 
Letters to the dead, 89 
Libyans, Pepi II victory over, 48 
Lichtheim, Miriam, 83 
Life, breath as source, 22 

- Egyptian way of, 59-87; 

“teachings” expounding the good 
life and way of achieving it, 59 ff.; 
pragmatic misinterpretation of, 
62-65; success as attunement: 
dangers of ignorance, passion, 
and pride, 65-73; absence of 
the concept of sin, 73-80; the 
significance of tradition, 80-87; 
dependence upon human wisdom 
alone, for direction, 81; sum¬ 
marized, 83-87; attitude under 
circumstances which made valid¬ 
ity of, seem problematical, 84-87 
Life after death, 84, 88-123; see 
entries under Death and the dead 
Literature, quasi-conflicting images 
encountered, 18 f.; concern with 
king, 43; teachings expounding 
the good life and way of achiev¬ 
ing it, with excerpts, 59-87 
passim; funerary, in tombs, 46 ff., 
82, 107 ff., 117, 120; ideals and 
feelings expressed in poetry, 83; 
paradoxes in field of, 124-26; 
judgment handicapped by system 
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Literature ( Continued ) 
of writing, 125; poetic forms, 
125 f., 144; myth in folk tale and, 
126-35; absence of drama, 126, 
135 f.; poetic references to myth¬ 
ological events, 129 f., 132-35; 
absence of coherent account of 
creation, 131; narrative vs. poetic 
style, 136-44; the short story, 
144-50; see also under names of 
texts , e.g. "Book of the Dead;” 
Pyramid Texts; etc. 

Lotus, architectural ornament, 151, 
154 

Luxor, temple at, 155 

Maat, goddess, lOn 
Maat, justice, championed by king, 
43; ethical and metaphysical im¬ 
plications, 46, 54; use of term in 
connection with king, 53 ff.; gods 
said to live by, 53; defined as 
justice (q.v.) and as the divine 
order of society and of nature, 
54, 63, 77; "teachings” integrated 
by conception of, 62 f.; expresses 
belief that universe is changeless, 
64; consequences of being in har¬ 
mony with, 72; or against, 117; 
opposites of, 74 ff. 

Man, see Human; People 
Manetho, priest, 51 
Markets, local, 40 
Megiddo, battle of, 137n 
Memphis, tombs, 40 
Memphite Theology, 126; creation 
story, 20 f., 91; creation as a 
spiritual act, 23 f. 

Mentuhotep, King, 58 
Merikare, King, Instructions for, 65, 
82, 118 

Mesopotamia, mood of uncertainty, 
60; epic of creation, 132 
Min, human shape, 11; as genera¬ 
tive force, 25 
Mnevis bull, 10 
Moisture, 52 
Monopoly, royal, 37 


Monotheism, of Akhenaten, 3, 25, 
54; worship of Amon-Re the clos¬ 
est approach to, 22 
Monuments, see Architecture; Lit¬ 
erature; Tombs 

Moon, 10, 28, 79; rejuvenation in, 
108 

Motherhood, cow as symbol, 15n 
Movement, recurrent, 49 f., 107 
Multiplicity of answers, 20 ff. 
Multiplicity of approaches in 
thought of the ancients, 4; de¬ 
fined as juxtaposition of views we 
consider mutually exclusive, 18; 
converse situation, 19; to subject 
of death, 91, 121 
Mummification, reasons for, 93, 96 
Mummified animals, 9 
"Mystery Play of the Succession,” 
135 

Myths, none as art form, 126; in 
folk tale and literature, 126-35; 
poetic references, 129 f., 132 ff.; 
anti-epical attitude towards, 131 

Narrative vs. poetic literary style, 
136-44; short story, 144-50 
Natural forms in architecture, 151 f., 
154 

Nature, great powers in, as cosmic 
gods, 14 ff.; immanence of the 
gods in, 23-29; human life in¬ 
tegrated with, 28; state integrated 
with, 57 f.; divine order of, 54 
(see also Maat); whether immor¬ 
tality found in sharing the peren¬ 
nial rhythm of, 106,107,108,113, 
121 

Neith, crossed arrows of, 8 
Nemesis, 69 

Nephthys, in cycle of Osiris, 106, 
107 

Netherworld, 109; names for, 110; 

journey through, 112 ff. 

Nile, 26; funerary journey across, 
84, 115; source, 112n, 114 
Nile Valley, 110 
“Nine Bows,” 48 


Nubia, expeditions to, 38, 39 
Nun, primeval ocean, 52, 112, 114, 
134 

Nut, sky-goddess, 17, 52, 112; de¬ 
piction, 15; prayer to, 134 

Ocean, primeval, 52, 114 
Officials, see Bureaucracy 
Old Testament, see Bible 
Order, divine: justice as, 54; see 
also Justice; Maat 
Orion, star, 111, 113 
Osiris, 28, 88, 117; myth of Horus, 
Isis, and, 7, 102 ff., 126-31, 136; 
as earth and its recurrent life, 
103, 105; identification of the 
dead with, 103 ff.; responsibility 
of son for, 104n; "religion of,” 
107; dialogue between Atum and, 
119 f.; hymn to, 130 
Otto, Rudolf, 13 

Paintings, see Art 
Palm tree as prototype for column, 
151, 152 

Papyrus, architectural ornament, 
151, 154 

Papyrus Chester Beatty, 128, 130 
Paradoxes, in religion: reason for 
and meaning of, 3 ff.; in fields of 
literature and art, 124-26 
Passionate man, 65-76 passim 
Peak, the, 77, 78 
Peet, T. E., 145 

People, the: political status and 
economic services, 36-46; extent 
of personal freedom, 42, 58; see 
also Human life 

Pepi II, victory over Libyans, 48, 
55; in the cosmic circuit, 112-14, 
134 

Pepinakht, funerary text, 45; ex¬ 
cerpt, 82 

Permanence, touchstone of signifi¬ 
cance, 49-53; universe compre¬ 
hended as essentially static, 49, 
> 50; significance of the creation 

story, 50 ff.; Maat, the order upon 


which society forever founded, 
54 ff.; uniformity of "teachings” 
in earlier and later texts, 59; 
ideals of progress and change ex¬ 
cluded by belief in static uni¬ 
verse, 64; significance of tradi¬ 
tion, 80-87; of buildings, 150; 
pyramids as symbols, 156; see 
also Change 

Pharaoh, see Kingship and king 
Phoenix, 97 

Plant columns, 151 f., 154 
Plutarch, account of Osiris myth, 
126 ff. 

Poetry, ideals and feelings ex¬ 
pressed: harpers' song, excerpt, 
83; forms, 125 f., 144; myths not 
told in religions, 126; references 
to mythological events, 129 f., 
132-35; variety and force, 135; 
narrative vs. poetic style, 136- 
44; difference between Egyptian 
and our usage, 141; see also 
Hymns 

Political catastrophe, nature and ef¬ 
fects of, 84 ff. 

Political organization, 33-36, 40, 
42-46, 55 
Polytheism, 4 

Power, divine: of king, 6 (see also 
Kingship); immanence, 19 
Pragmatic misinterpretation of the 
"teachings,” 62-65 
Pride, 68 ff. 

Procreation, 20, 52 
Progress and other changes, ideals 
of: excluded by belief in static 
universe, 64 

Prose vs. poetic style, 136-44; short 
story, 144-50 

Ptah, earth-god, 77; relation be¬ 
tween Apis bull and, 10; crea¬ 
tive power, 20, 23, 24, 51 
"Ptahhotep, Teachings of,” excerpts, 
61-74 passim 
Pyramid architecture, 156 
Pyramid Texts, 54, 55, 90, 100, 106, 
111, 112, 113, 126, 135 
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Qau el Kebir, town, 39 f. 

Ram, 20 

Ramses II, 48, 136n 
Ramses III, 48, 138 
Raw materials, supply, 37, 39; dis- 
tribution, 40 

Re, sun-god, 16, 88, 106, 117; 
relation between Mnevis bull and, 
10; identified with Khnum, 20; 
with Amon, 22 (see also Amon- 
Re); called first king, 51; unusual 
treatment of, 52; parallelism be¬ 
tween Pharaoh and, 52, 53, 54, 
55; phoenix the Ba of, 97; in 
myth, 127; see also Sun 
Reed architecture, 151 
Reed Field, 100 

Rekhmire, vizier, quoted, 43, 104 
Reliefs, see Art 

Religion, the gods (q.v.), 3-29; 
contradictions and apparent con¬ 
fusions in, 3 ff.; possessed neither 
central dogma nor holy book, 3; 
multiplicity of approaches and of 
answers: discussions of so-called 
syncretism in, 21; closest ap¬ 
proach to monotheism, 22; two 
opposite doctrines not acceptable 
to Egyptians, 24; two basic truths, 

—— biblical, see Bible; Hebrew; 
God 

“Repeating life,” 107 
Revolution, absence of, 31, 43 
“Risen Land, The,” 20 
Royalty insignia of, 6; see also 
Kingship and king 

Sacred animals, 8-14; see Animals 
Sahure, King, 48 

Saqqara, Djoser’s funerary complex 
at, 151 r 

Scribe of the gods, lOn 
Scribes, Thoth the god of, 79 
Sculptures of Pharaoh, 46-49; rea¬ 
son for development of, 93 
Security, feeling of, 60 
Seele, Keith C., 44 


Senusert I, 96, 145 
Senusert III, 39 
Serpent, 18,132 

Seth, murderer of Osiris, 102, 104; 
contendings with Horus, 128 f.; 
manifest in stories, 129 
Seti I, 138; cenotaph of, 19, 97, 98 
Short story, 144-50 
Sh ^ the air, 19, 27, 52, 53; Ba of, 

Silent man, 65 ff., 80 
Sin, absence of the concept of, 73-80 
Sinuhe, story of, 96, 144-46 
Sky, a cosmic power, 14; Nut as, 
15, 17, 52; in cenotaph of Seti I* 

Snake, 18, 132 
Sobek, 25; attributes, 26 
Social order, part of cosmic order, 
51; co llap se of, and ^ e ff ects 
84 ff., 103 

Society, divine order of, 54; har¬ 
mony between nature and, 57 f. ; 
see also Justice; Maat 
Songs, see Hymns; Poetry 
Spiritual act, creation viewed as, 23 
Stars, transfigured dead as, 100,101 
103, 108, 111 

State, Egyptian conception of, 30- 
33; all significant aspects con¬ 
centrated in king: absence of 
revolution, 31; political and eco¬ 
nomic organization, 33-46; per¬ 
son of the king, 46-49; perma¬ 
nence the fundamental feature of 
kingship, 49 ff.; concept of 
change: the significant and the 
ephemeral, 49 f. ; ethical and 
metaphysical implications of 
Maat, 54 ff.; integrated with the 
powers of nature, 57 f.; conquest 
and collapse, 84 ff., 103 
Stone, transportation of, 38, 39 
Stone architecture, 150 
Success, as attunement, 65-72; im¬ 
poses obligation to society, 72 
Sumer, gods of, 26 
Sun Akhenaten’s monotheistic cult 
of, 3, 25, 54; depiction, lOn, 
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15, 19, 154; a cosmic power, 14; 
correlation with several problems, 
16 ff.; creative power, 17, 20, 22; 
concepts of triumphal character, 
18; in cenotaph of Seti I, 19; a 
common cult, 21; combined sig¬ 
nificance of air and, 26; aware¬ 
ness of, as living power: rulership 
transferred to other gods, 52; in 
Osiris-Horus myth, 52, 127, 128; 
in creation story, 53, 114, 132; 
spirits of the dead in daily jour¬ 
ney with, 106 f., 108, 113, 115; 
see also Amon-Re; Re 
Sun hymns, 17 f., 132 f., 135 
Sun-religion, 107 

Superhuman, nonhuman interpreted 
as, 13 

Superhuman nature of king, 30; see 
Kingship 

Superhuman powers, symbols, 4 ff. 
Sustenance, meanings, 91 
Symbols, relationship between the 
gods and, 3-8 

Syncretistic combinations, 20, 21, 
22 

Syrian conquests, tomb record, 137 

“Tale of the Eloquent Peasant,” 34n, 
46, 70n; excerpt, 146-50 
Tales, popular, 43, 124 
Taurt, hybrid form, 12 
Taxation, 41 

Teachings expounding the good life 
and way of achieving it, with ex¬ 
cerpts, 59-87 passim ; pragmatic 
misinterpretation of, 62-65; in¬ 
tended for educated public, 79; 
wherein their importance lay, 81; 
and their wisdom rooted, 82; see 
also Literature 
Tefnut, moisture, 52 
Temple architecture, 153 ff. 

Teti, King, 133 
Texts, see Literature 
Thebes, strikes in, 43 
Thoth, 77; manifestations, 10, 11, 
79; invocation to, 79 f. 

Thought, objectivated, of creator, 


23; irreducible unity of image 
and, 28 

Throne, bond between king and, 
6 f. 

Thunder, 129 
Toad Heqt, 15 

Tombs, gifts of, from ruler, 39; 
burial with weapons: markets de¬ 
picted in, 40; equipment: objects 
found in, 40, 90, 92, 93, 94; 
sculptures, reliefs, and paintings, 
47-49, 56, 93, 94, 97, 122; fu¬ 
nerary literature, 82, 107 ff., 117, 
120; series unbroken: evidences 
of expectations re afterlife, 90; 
significance as dwelling place 
after death, 92-96; substitutes in 
Abydos cemeteries, 105; essential 
part of journey through nether¬ 
world, 115; see also Architecture; 
Art; Death and the dead 
Totemism, 9 

Trade, foreign, 37-39; imports, 37, 
39; payment and distribution, 
39 ff.; nonexistence of private, on 
large scale, 40 

Tradition, significance of, 80-87 
Transfigured spirits, the dead as, 
100-102 

Turin Papyrus, 51 
Tutankhamen, acts of reign, 54 
Tuthmosis III, 48; at battle of 
Megiddo, 47; texts of, 137-41; 
the poems, 138 f. 

Uni, career of, 35, 140 
Universe, alive from end to end: 
man confronted by powers of, 4; 
viewed as a rhythmic movement 
within unchanging whole, 13, 
49 f.; relevancy of cosmic phe¬ 
nomena to affairs of man, 15, 28; 
comprehended as essentially 
static, 49; consequences of belief 
in its changelessness, 64 
Ushebtis in tombs, 119 

Vizier, office of, 33; functions, 34, 
41, 44 f.; see also Kagemni; Ptah- 
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Vizier ( Continued) 
hotep; Rekhmire 

Wady Hammamat, quarrying ex¬ 
pedition to, 38, 57 
Water, a cosmic power, 14; belief 
that dead must cross, 112, 114 f. 
Waters of chaos, 21,53,154 
Way of life, see Life 
Wealth, ill-gotten vs. possession by 
right or inheritance, 62, 65 


Weapons, burial with, 40 
Weber, Max, quoted, 42 
West, Goddess of the, 77 
West, roads of the, 115 
Wilson, J. A., 142 
Wind, Ajnon manifest in, 22 
Winding Lake, 112 
Wise, or silent, man, 65 ff., 80 
Writing, system of, 125 

Zeus, 9, 26, 27 



































